The Symbolic Value of Freedom

Abstract

Monuments, objects, and even individuals, can be interpreted as symbols of freedom (e.g. the statue of liberty, the historical figure of Nelson Mandela). But can freedom itself have symbolic value (and unfreedom symbolic disvalue)? Standardly, freedom has symbolic value when having a degree of freedom or certain particular freedoms symbolically represents something else of value (e.g. equality, the dignity and status of citizenship). The paper offers an analysis of freedom’s symbolic value and illustrates the import of such an analysis for issues of political morality. I proceed by discussing three cases. Mandela’s Liberation highlights the relevance of symbolic value in contexts of oppression, explicating the symbolism of Mandela’s regained freedom in terms of prefiguration. Arranged Marriage discusses Scanlon’s seminal example of the symbolic value of the freedom to choose whom to marry, which illustrates how freedom’s symbolism can be grounded in the cultural understanding of a practice (that of marriage). Party Meetings examines the symbolic value of the political liberties (and related freedoms), explaining how the part-whole connection that defines freedom’s constitutive value can be symbolically interpreted by means of a synecdochal representation. 
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1. Introduction

Monuments, objects, and even individuals, can be interpreted as symbols of freedom: for example, the statue of liberty, or the historical figure of Nelson Mandela.[footnoteRef:1] We can also think of ways of symbolizing the disvalue of unfreedom: e.g. the prison of Robben Island (D’Almeida, 2018: 55-56). But can freedom itself be a symbol? Can freedom have symbolic value, and unfreedom symbolic disvalue? What is implied by claiming that freedom has symbolic value (and unfreedom symbolic disvalue)? It seems natural to think that part of the significance of freedom is symbolic. And yet, little has been written on this topic: for example, freedom’s symbolic value is not mentioned in prominent discussions of the value of freedom (Carter, 1999; Kramer, 2017: ch. 5). To illustrate, consider the following examples:   [1:  As illustrations of objects that can be taken to symbolize liberty, consider the following: 1) Würtenberger mentions “the Roman pileus – an oval felt cap that was worn as a sign of the free citizen” (2018: 993). 2) In David Lynch’s movie Wild at Heart the main male character claims that his snake jacket symbolizes his freedom and autonomy. And 3) as Andrew Sneddon claims, “the symbolic value of the flag of the United States of America is quite naturally interpreted in terms of opportunity” (Sneddon, 2016: 405). ] 


1) Arranged Marriage: in society X Adam is unfree to choose whom to marry and his parents will choose for him (Scanlon, 1998: 253). 
2) Mandela’s Liberation: in 1990 Nelson Mandela was released from prison after 27 years of detention under the apartheid regime in South Africa.  
3) Party Meetings: a party conference is held at a certain theatre. To attend, party members have to scan their fingerprints at the entrance door: this is the only way to open the door. The party decides to render party members who are physically unable to attend the conference (e.g. because they suffer from an impairing disability) unfree to enter the room, by erasing the memory of their fingerprints from the door lock (Intropi, 2019: 222).[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  The example is taken almost verbatim from my DPhil thesis. ] 


Can these be interpreted as cases of freedom’s symbolic value (or of unfreedom’s symbolic disvalue)? Take, for instance, (1) Arranged Marriage: as Scanlon notices, in our societies if someone decided for us whom we should marry this would be perceived as “demeaning.” Being deprived of the opportunity to choose one’s own partner signals that one is deemed to lack the status generally accorded to adult persons. It would be perceived to symbolise that one is a person of lesser status (Scanlon, 1998: 253). Analogously, in (3) Party Meetings being deprived of the opportunity to exercise a political liberty can be interpreted as an affront to the status of citizen, even if one would in any case be unable to take part in the meeting (due to an impairing disability). And, on these grounds, such lacks of opportunities could be considered symbolically disvaluable. There is a sense in which these can be understood as cases of freedom’s symbolic value/disvalue. 

What is exactly at stake in claiming that freedom is symbolically valuable? How is attaching symbolic value to freedom related to other ways of valuing freedom, or differs from them (e.g. constitutive value, non-specific value, prudential value)? As first approximation, we can say that typically freedom has symbolic value when it functions as a symbol that stands for something else of value. For instance, take (2) Mandela’s Liberation. The case is full of symbolism: the value of Mandela’s liberation does not simply reside in the fact that someone – a prisoner like any other – has regained freedom. Mandela’s freedom can also be interpreted as symbolising the possibility of overthrowing the apartheid regime and of claiming the equal dignity of an entire people: it can be taken to symbolise other valuable goods (equal dignity, justice, etc.). Indeed, the symbolic significance of freedom emerges especially in contexts of oppression: it is a key axiological resource in the political discourse of liberation movements. Furthermore, we shall see that attributions of symbolic value (to freedom) can be context-dependent: that is, that sometimes freedom is said to have symbolic significance on grounds of an interpretation of the meanings of practices widely shared within a given community.[footnoteRef:3] To illustrate, take Arranged Marriage: depriving someone of the opportunity to choose whom to marry can be considered demeaning and disrespectful only against the background of a contextualised interpretation of the practice of marriage in contemporary Western cultures (Scanlon, 1998: 253).  [3:  This is compatible with also acknowledging the possibility of idiosyncratic symbolic interpretations: i.e. that something (including freedom) can be symbolically interpreted by someone on some grounds unrelated to widely shared meanings of social practices. I thank an anonymous reviewer for raising this point. ] 


These cursory remarks only give us a broad idea of what may be implied by attributing symbolic value to freedom. For a better grasp, we should draw on the emerging literature on symbolic value (Abma, 2025; Adams, 1997; Brennan and Jaworski, 2015; Davis, 2019; Pitkin, 1967: ch. 5; Sneddon, 2016), as well as on the literature on the value of freedom (e.g. Carter, 1999; Kramer, 2003, 2017: ch. 5). We should attempt to integrate insights from the two literatures to provide a satisfactory account of freedom’s symbolic significance.[footnoteRef:4] Given the flourishing state of these debates, it is surprising that to date there is no sustained discussion of freedom’s symbolic value.[footnoteRef:5] The symbolic dimension of freedom’s value has been largely neglected by freedom theorists. And yet, it is so central to how liberals conceive of freedom in a theory of political morality.  [4:  There are new trends emerging in the literature about the value of freedom (e.g. Bader, 2018; Brownlee, 2020: ch. 4; Côté, 2022; Christman, 2023; Huseynli, 2025; Intropi, 2022, 2025).]  [5:  To my knowledge, only Scanlon discusses it explicitly (Davies, 2021; Scanlon, 1998: 251-256). Relatedly, see also Sneddon’s discussion of freedom of expression and symbolic value (2021: ch. 8). ] 


Before sketching the structure of the paper, let me make two necessary preliminary remarks. First, I shall work with a very broad understanding of freedom as an opportunity-concept. By ‘having freedom’ I shall just mean ‘having opportunities’: physical opportunities to act or to become certain things, X or Y (see Carter, 1999; Kramer, 2003; Taylor, 1979). This implies leaving it open how freedom should be more exactly defined: e.g. whether freedom is a moralised/non-moralised notion, which types of obstacles generate unfreedom etc.[footnoteRef:6] Technical debates about freedom are very important, but I shall leave them aside, since I intend my analysis to speak to most, if not all, conceptions of freedom as opportunity.[footnoteRef:7] Second, I shall also abstract from debates concerning what should count as ‘valuing’. I will work with a fairly pre-theoretical understanding of valuing: we ordinarily make the experience of valuing when we find something good or worthy of our attention.[footnoteRef:8]  [6:  I shall not take a stance, for example, on whether only opportunities to do morally permissible actions should count as freedoms (Bader, 2018). And I shall assume a very broad view of which obstacles can render unfree. For instance, (1) I shall not discuss whether only obstacles that make an action physically impossible – or also obstacles that render it ‘merely’ more costly/difficult – produce an unfreedom (see Carter, 1999: ch. 8; Steiner, 1994: ch. 2). And I shall also not discuss whether unfreedom is produced by human actions/omissions – i.e. whether there is unfreedom only when other human beings impose certain types of obstacles, or whether also purely natural obstacles create unfreedom. On whether freedom should be interpreted as social freedom (and so unfreedom results from obstacles imposed or non-removed by human beings), see Berlin (2002); Kramer (2003); Steiner (1994). Other authors hold that also purely natural obstacles are unfreedom-generating (Sen, 1992; Van Parijs, 1995). ]  [7:  I take these to include also republican conceptions, in so far as they have an opportunity component, though I do not directly address them here. ]  [8:  This in turn typically implies having certain attitudes (e.g. cherishing, protecting, etc.) and emotional responses. This is meant to be a general claim about valuing that would be acceptable by competing accounts. For example, I do not take a stance on whether values ground reasons, or should be explained in terms of reasons. For a general introduction, see Anderson (1993: ch. 1). On the relationship between the evaluative and the deontic, see Tappolet, (2013) and Zimmerman, (2015). ] 


The structure of the paper is as follows: in §2 I present the main features of symbolic value, relying on the emerging literature on symbolic value and on familiar distinctions in value theory (e.g. between prudential and impersonal value, etc.). I also introduce the idea that freedom can have non-specific value (Carter, 1999) that will be useful to develop my arguments in the following sections. §2 provides the analytical tools necessary to pursue the analysis of freedom’s symbolic value in the rest of the paper. In §§3-5 I apply the discussion of symbolic value to freedom. I proceed by examining the three examples mentioned at the outset. §3 will focus on (2) Mandela’s Liberation, which will show the relevance of freedom’s symbolic value in social contexts marked by oppression. Discussing this will also allow me to analyse different aspects of freedom’s symbolic value: non-specific symbolic value, universal symbolic value, etc. In §4 I focus on Scanlon’s discussion of the symbolic value of choice (which is related to Arranged Marriage). This will allow me to examine cases in which the interpretive grounds of freedom’s symbolic value are context-dependent: i.e. in which the symbolic interpretation is grounded in a certain understanding of the social meaning of a practice. It will also allow me to put emphasis on a kind of impersonal symbolic value, which interprets freedom’s value in terms of a symbolic recognition of someone’s status (as person or as citizen). Symbolic impersonal value is a theme of the symbolic value literature (Abma, 2025), and my analysis makes a contribution to that literature through a discussion of the symbolic value of freedom. Impersonal symbolic value is also relevant to §5, where I discuss the symbolic value of the political liberties (and related freedoms). This will show that freedom’s symbolic value is really a kind of distinct value that informs how we think of freedom in democratic societies. Through a discussion of Party Meetings I clarify how freedom’s symbolic value is distinct from freedom’s constitutive value: I explain how the part-whole connection that defines constitutive value can be symbolically interpreted by means of a synecdochal representation in which freedom is the part that symbolically represents the whole – i.e. someone’s status of person/citizen (Van De Sande, 2020). §6 concludes. 

2. Symbols, symbolic value, and freedom’s non-specific value.

Let us begin with some key clarificatory points concerning symbols, symbolic value, and the value of freedom. What are symbols? How distinctive are symbolic value claims? How do they differ from other types of values (e.g. prudential value, expressive value, etc.)? A symbol is something that “stands for something to some interpreter on some grounds” (Sneddon, 2016: 403). This is very broad, and indeed “anything in principle can be a symbol” (Sneddon, 2016: 397): words, objects, songs, historical events, and even individuals.[footnoteRef:9] Take the historical figure of Lenin: for some it will stand as a symbol of progress and liberation, for others of authoritarianism and anti-democratic thinking. Interpreters will sharply disagree, and their disagreement will be fruitful if they debate the different grounds of their symbolism: the reasons they think Lenin should be seen as a symbol of progress or of authoritarianism.[footnoteRef:10] Davis claims that “(s)ymbols are intended to transmit meanings among some group of agents” (Davis, 2019: 450). This is plausible, and in the paper I shall mainly have in mind cases involving a communicative element. However, it should be noted that symbolic experiences do not necessarily have a communicative dimension: as Sneddon claims, “we should not limit our examination of symbols to communicative contexts. Something can be a symbol regardless of whether a person wants to send a message with it” (Sneddon, 2016: 398). For example, someone may idiosyncratically take something as a symbol for oneself, without intending to communicate anything to others. Purely idiosyncratic symbolic experiences are possible.[footnoteRef:11]  [9:  Symbol is a synonym of terms like “sign” or “representation” (Sneddon, 2016: 396).]  [10:  Indeed, as Sneddon notes, symbols are essentially contestable (2016: 403-404). ]  [11:  I owe this point to an anonymous reviewer. ] 


For something to be a symbol one needs to go beyond a merely physical description of the facts, imbuing such a description with meaning. To illustrate, consider the symbolism of a kiss:
“What would be it be like to experience a kiss in a way that was completely devoid of any symbolic content? One can imagine beings whose experience of a kiss was nothing above and beyond the physical sensation of contact with another’s lips. But this would not be the typical human experience. (…) The significance of the kiss is not just in the pressing of lips against each other, but in the suite of meanings carried in tow. The kiss is a symbol for the relationship between lovers, a promise for the future, and a seal of affections.” (Davis, 2019: 465)
Perhaps not every kiss is full of symbolism: there can be passionate kisses that are entirely physical and where the kiss is “nothing above and beyond the physical sensation of contact with another’s lips.” I don’t want to deny this, though I take it that Davis is right that kisses are often imbued with symbolic content. In the present context this point matters because we shall see that to understand the symbolic value of freedom we need to go beyond valuing freedoms as mere physical opportunities (opportunities to act within defined portions of space and time) (Carter, 1999): we will need to understand how spatio-temporally defined opportunities can be valued as symbols, in virtue of symbolically representing something else of value. 
Symbolic value
There can be two ways of understanding symbolic value: following Sneddon, either (1) symbolic value is derived from other values – the values attached to the things the symbol represents, or (2) the symbol is itself a bearer of value. Sneddon calls these the (1) “symbolic mode of valuing” and (2) “symbolism as a ground of value” (Sneddon, 2016: §3). Sometimes symbols acquire, as it were, a life of their own: this would be (2) symbolism as ground of value. For example, take the symbol of the cross. One may observe that burning a cross is a disrespectful act that has a kind of disvalue that cannot be wholly explained in terms of being an insult to other values (the values attributed to the things the cross symbolizes): burning a cross is a disrespectful act in itself.[footnoteRef:12] It is possible that symbols become grounds of value, though very often explanations of symbolic value cannot avoid referring to the values of the things symbolized.[footnoteRef:13]  [12:  See also Sneddon’s discussion of burning the American flag (2016: 401). ]  [13:  Indeed, Sneddon claims that “(e)xamples of purely symbolic grounds of value are harder to come by” (2016: 401). ] 

For example, on the symbolic mode of valuing (1), one may claim that the cross is valuable in virtue of the values attributed to the things symbolized: e.g. the cross can be taken to symbolize Jesus’s sacrifice to save humanity, the love of Jesus for humanity (see also Davis, 2019: 453-454). And that such values remain implicit, even when we try to explain the disvalue of burning a cross under (2). If burning a cross is a disrespectful act, surely this is because the cross signifies something, and we can’t fully explain what the cross signifies without appealing to the values of the things the cross symbolizes. That is, it seems to me that to explain the symbolic value of the cross under (2) one should appeal to (1).[footnoteRef:14] This point applies also to freedom’s symbolic value. One may intuitively think that the symbolic value of freedom is best explained in terms of (2): that is, that the symbol of freedom somehow grounds its own (symbolic) value. I don’t want to deny this possibility; but we shall see that in most cases freedom’s symbolic value is best explained in terms of (1): that is, freedom is symbolically valuable in virtue of other things that freedom symbolizes (e.g. equality, the dignity of persons).[footnoteRef:15] [14:  People may be so used to see the cross as a symbol that they forget what it symbolises: but such values remain implicit. ]  [15:  For instance, in §4 I discuss the extension of the right to marry to gay couples. I claim that the freedoms protected by the right to marry (e.g. opportunity to stand in front of a civic official and to pronounce the vow of marriage) can be considered as symbolically valuable: especially, gay couples can have reason to interpret them as symbolizing the value of equality (the achievement of an equal status as citizens of a democratic society). ] 

Which type of value is symbolic value? Are symbols valuable instrumentally or also intrinsically? Are they valuable in prudential or in impersonal terms? I shall have in mind especially cases in which symbols have a social expressive function: i.e. in which symbols vehicolate meaning to more than one person. When symbols have this function, their symbolic value is also a kind of what we may call expressive value, one in which the communicative element is obtained by dint of symbolism.[footnoteRef:16] Concerning whether symbols are instrumentally/non-instrumentally valuable, consider first their instrumental value. Davis observes that symbols help with coordination and that they transmit information (Davis, 2019: 451; see also Sneddon, 2016: §7). Furthermore, take flags and songs: they can inspire and motivate. In so far as symbols prompt us to do good things, they have positive symbolic instrumental value.[footnoteRef:17] But I take it that part of the value of symbols can be non-instrumental (Davis, 2019: 451). I understand non-instrumental to encompass anything that has value in a non-causal way, which is a broad category that includes not only final value but also constitutive and other types of values (see §5).  [16:  I broadly draw from Anderson (1993: ch. 2). I also wish to clarify the following. As mentioned at the outset of §2, I don’t want to deny the possibility of idiosyncratic symbolic experiences, where someone takes something as a symbol for oneself but the experience is deprived of a social communicative element (i.e. where the symbol is not meant to communicate meaning to others). Nonetheless, one may note that even in these cases the symbols can be taken to transmit meaning to the individual herself or to remind the individual of such a meaning, thereby retaining a kind of (self-regarding) communicative-like element. (2)  Note that expressive value and symbolic value do not overlap, since something can be taken to express meaning without recurring to symbolism (expressive value without symbolism). I am grateful to an anonymous reviewer, to Sara Amighetti, and Andrés Salazar Abello for pushing me to clarify the expressive element that symbols can have.  ]  [17:  If they inspire us to do bad things and symbolize something disvaluable, they have instrumental symbolic disvalue. ] 

To clarify this point, consider Davis’s discussion of the final extrinsic value of symbols. Something can have final symbolic value – it can be symbolically valuable for its own sake – and yet not be intrinsically valuable. For this to make sense, we should understand ‘intrinsic’ as opposite to ‘extrinsic’ (rather than to ‘instrumental’). That is, we should assume that there can be things that are valuable for their own sake in virtue of their extrinsic properties (and not in virtue of their intrinsic properties) (Kagan, 1998, Rønnow-Rasmussen, 2015). Davis exemplifies this by discussing the value of the wedding ring, which he takes to symbolize marriage, as a valuable relationship between two individuals: 
“We would not say, for example, that the wedding band is an effective means to the relationship or causally produces the relationship. Rather, the ring has the relational property of symbolizing the relationship. It is natural to describe this as a species of extrinsic, final value” (Davis, 2019: 451)
The example illustrates that symbols can have final value in virtue of their extrinsic relational properties: i.e. in virtue of symbolizing something else – and therefore of standing in such a relationship of symbolism with an external object of value. 
We should also ponder whether symbolic value is a kind of prudential or/and non-prudential (or impersonal) value. Something has prudential value if it is good for individuals, if it benefits someone: that is, if it contributes to wellbeing and to fulfil individual interests. Symbolic value is a kind of prudential value iff symbols have value in virtue of contributing to people’s wellbeing, broadly understood. One may take competing theories of prudential goodness – e.g. hedonism, desire-based accounts, objective list theories (Parfit, 1984: Appendix I) – and see whether something has symbolic prudential value under any of these. For instance, Sneddon discusses the case of “someone who loves liberty, and who sees the American flag as a symbol of freedom” (Sneddon, 2016: 407).[footnoteRef:18] On hedonistic views, experiencing the flag in symbolic terms would be valuable in so far as one finds it pleasurable: that is, in virtue of producing a certain pleasure for someone.[footnoteRef:19] On a desire-based account, experiencing the flag in symbolic terms would be valuable iff one desires to make such an experience. And on an objective list view experiencing the flag in symbolic terms is valuable in so far as symbolic experiences are an essential component of human goodness, and are good for basically everyone.[footnoteRef:20] This is just to illustrate some ways in which symbols can be prudentially valuable.  [18:  In the example Sneddon also adds that the person in question is not a US citizen.]  [19:  On hedonism, pleasure has final value, and so anything that brings pleasure is instrumentally valuable. ]  [20:  There are also hybrid views of wellbeing that combine elements of other views of wellbeing (e.g. an objective good requirement with an enjoyment requirement): see Woodard (2016). ] 

Symbolic value can also be a kind of non-prudential value (Abma, 2025; Davis, 2019; Sneddon, 2016: 405-406): symbols may be valuable impersonally, independently of the benefits one may derive from symbolic experiences. For example, Abma examines acts of symbolic significance that appear to be valuable not in virtue of the fact that someone benefits – indeed, he crafts the examples in such a way that nobody is supposed to benefit – but purely in virtue of their symbolic significance: in virtue of expressing certain valuable ideals or commitments (Abma, 2025). To illustrate this, Abma discusses the case of Amy, an employee with a racist boss. Amy’s boss expresses his racist beliefs in words and by disdaining to shake hands with representatives of a foreign company. Starkly opposing her boss’s attitudes, Amy decides to greet the representatives by kindly shaking hands with them, since she is no racist and she believes there is value in affirming her commitment to anti-racism in this way. Amy does this even if she knows that it may expose her to bad consequences, which in fact materializes, since she is eventually fired (Abma, 2025: §2.3).[footnoteRef:21] According to Abma, examples like this showcase that there is a kind of (symbolic) value that is not reducible to benefits: sometimes value is non-prudential (Abma, 2025). As we shall see in the discussion of the political liberties, freedom too can have non-prudential symbolic value (§5).  [21:  We should also assume that Amy does not derive psychological benefits from acting that way. ] 

The non-specific value of freedom

To set the stage for the analysis of freedom’s symbolic value (§§3-5), this section should end with some remarks on the value of freedom. Especially, I wish to introduce the distinction between freedom’s specific/content-dependent and non-specific/content-independent value, since in §3 I argue that freedom’s symbolic value can be of a non-specific kind. The idea of freedom’s non-specific value was first introduced by Carter (1999) and is further discussed in the literature (see Kramer, 2003: 240-245, 2017: ch. 5; Van Hees, 2000; Intropi, 2022).[footnoteRef:22] Freedom’s specific/content-dependent value is the value that freedom has qua freedom to do a specific action or set of actions: for example, the freedom to dress casually at work, the freedom to travel through Paris by car on Monday evening. Freedom’s non-specific/content-independent value is the value attributed to having freedom as such – or, to a measure of freedom simpliciter – without further specifying for which purposes freedom may be used: i.e. without specifying the content of the freedom(s) in question (Carter, 1999: ch. 2; Kramer, 2017: ch. 5).[footnoteRef:23] [22:  Kramer calls freedom’s non-specific value ‘content-independent’, and freedom’s specific value ‘content-dependent’ (Kramer, 2017: ch. 5). For our purposes, we can consider content-dependent value as a synonym of specific value, and content-independent value as a synonym of non-specific value.]  [23:  As Carter claims, “(i)f freedom is ‘non-specifically valuable’, then we attach value to our freedom not only because of the specific things it allows us to do, but also because of the mere fact of our having freedom. To say that freedom is non-specifically valuable is to say that it is valuable ‘as such’” (Carter, 1999: 34).] 


A number of reasons have been put forward to illustrate freedom’s non-specific/content-independent value.[footnoteRef:24] For example, it can be argued that it is prudentially good for persons to have a measure of freedom as such: that freedom has prudential non-specific/content-independent value. This obtains iff having a measure of freedom as such, irrespective of content – rather than just certain specific valuable freedoms – contributes to individual wellbeing and to promote individual interests (Carter, 1999: ch. 2; Kramer, 2017: ch. 5). Especially, freedom can be considered an all-purpose means through which people can achieve their ends.[footnoteRef:25] Consider how freedom can be non-specifically/content-independently instrumentally valuable to realise one’s own desires: that is, how on a subjective interpretation of wellbeing as desires satisfaction it is in people’s interests to also have a measure of freedom as such, not just certain specific freedoms (not just opportunities to do certain specific things X or Y). As Carter and Kramer have argued, if we assume a degree of uncertainty about the future and the possibility that one may change one’s mind about one’s own future ends, it will be in one’s interest not just to have just certain specific freedoms, but also a measure of freedom as such (or freedom non-specifically) (Carter, 1999: 45, 51; Kramer, 2017: 205-206).[footnoteRef:26] If so, freedom has non-specific value as a means for the realization of one’s future ends (at present non yet specified). Having dealt with preliminaries in this sections, we may now ask: does freedom have symbolic value? What is exactly at stake in claiming that one aspect of the value of freedom is symbolic? I address these questions in the next sections. [24:  Asserting that freedom has non-specific/content-independent value does not imply denying that freedom can also have specific/content-dependent value. ]  [25:  See also §5, where I mention how freedom has non-specific constitutive value with reference to autonomy (Carter, 1999: ch. 2; Kramer, 2017: ch. 5). ]  [26:  As Carter claims, “(s)ince we cannot be sure of our future desires and needs, we do not value freedom merely as one of the necessary means to our doing x, y, and z, but rather, as one of the means by which we may satisfy whatever our needs and desires may be” (Carter, 1999: 51).] 

3. Mandela’s liberation and freedom’s non-specific symbolic value.
In this section I wish to show how rich the analysis of freedom’s symbolic value can be, and how appeals to freedom’s symbolic value are frequent in social contexts involving oppression. I do this through a discussion of (2) Mandela’s Liberation (see §1). Before that, let me clarify the following. When one claims that freedom is symbolically valuable one may have in mind two different things: (a) that the word ‘freedom’ and cognate terms (like, free, liberation etc.) is symbolically valuable, or (b) that what such a word denotes – having opportunities – is symbolically valuable. I’m mainly interested in (b), but it is also worth posing for a few thoughts on (a). 

On Sneddon’s account, “anything in principle ca be a ‘symbol’”, including words (2016: 397): as Sneddon claims, “(…) certain words come to be powerful symbols regardless of their semantic content” (2016: 399). Sneddon illustrates this with the example of the N-word, which immediately reminds us of slavery and contexts of oppression.[footnoteRef:27] The practices within which the usage of the N-word emerged – and the rejection of such practices by anti-racist movements – have contributed to solidify the powerful layers of negative symbolism attached to it. Analogously, one may make a symmetric but opposite argument with respect to the word ‘freedom.’ If we look at what Bernard Williams calls “the historical deposit” of the concept (Williams, 2001: 4), clearly in Western societies the term ‘freedom’ is full of symbolic significance. For instance, if we say of a community that it embodies the ideals of a ‘free society’, we are already saying something positive about it: i.e. that its institutional arrangements are those of a well-ordered polity.[footnoteRef:28] The free society symbolises the values of a well-ordered society (e.g. justice, anti-authoritarianism) and the free citizen symbolises values like dignity and self-determination.[footnoteRef:29] This shows that an exhaustive discussion of the ethical significance of freedom requires acknowledging that the word itself is symbolically laden. That being clarified, in the rest of the paper I shall mainly be interested in the symbolic value attached to the things that the word ‘freedom’ denotes (e.g. opportunities).  [27:  In fact, Sneddon chooses to mention the actual word (for which the N-word stands) to show its deeply offensive racist symbolism (Sneddon, 2016: 399-400).]  [28:  ‘Free society’ resonates with positive overtones even without specifying about which specific institutional arrangements we are talking (e.g. those of a capitalist or a socialist way of structuring the economy).]  [29:  These would count as examples of the symbolic mode of valuing. One may also say that, given its patterns of symbolic usages, the word freedom has itself become a ground of symbolism (see §2). ] 


To introduce the discussion of freedom’s symbolic value, recall Mandela’s Liberation:

(2) Mandela’s Liberation: in 1990 Nelson Mandela was released from prison after 27 years of detention under the apartheid regime in South Africa.  

One may want to distinguish between ‘freedom’ and ‘liberation’, where the latter refers to a process that resulted in freedom: e.g. to Mandela’s and his comrades’ long struggle that ultimately resulted in the end of imprisonment. There is much to be said in favour of views of freedom as liberation (see Cudd 2006: ch. 8). However, in this context my topic will be narrower: I am interested only in the opportunities, rather than also in the process. In Mandela’s Liberation, these will be the opportunities that Mandela has regained in virtue of being freed from prison, since in prison Mandela was prevented from doing a great number of things (e.g. cheering a crowd in the public square, travelling through Africa etc., see D’Almeida, 2018: ch. 7, Mandela, 1994). I wish to show that these freedoms – in fact, Mandela’s freedom unspecifically – have symbolic value. To this end, recall the distinction between freedom’s specific and non-specific value (§2) (Carter, 1999): freedom has non-specific value when there is value in having (a measure of) freedom as such, in a content-independent fashion. Freedom has specific value when it is valuable in virtue of its content (e.g. as freedom to do a specific thing or set of things) (Carter, 1999; Kramer, 2003, 2017: ch. 5).

Mandela’s Liberation can be understood as exemplifying (1) freedom’s non-specific prudential value and also (2) freedom’s non-specific symbolic value. Consider (1) prudential non-specific value (§2). Regaining freedom as such – abstracting from the content of freedom – was good for Mandela, it made a positive contribution to his wellbeing and to furthering his interests. This is because – we can assume – it is standardly good for any prisoner to regain a measure of freedom as such: having freedom is a means through which people can realise their ends (§2). And prisoners may desire freedom without having specific ends in mind (see Carter, 1999: 32). That being said, it should be noted that freedom’s non-specific prudential value is not the only kind of non-specific value attributable to Mandela’s freedom. If there wasn’t anything else to say about freedom’s value in Mandela’s Liberation, the example would be no different from any other situations involving prisoners that reacquire liberty. What characterises the example is that one further aspect of freedom’s value is symbolic (and non-specific). (2) The symbolic dimension of freedom’s value can be explained as follows: the fact that Mandela is free to do many actions that were previously foreclosed to him can be considered valuable because it symbolises a victory in the struggle against oppression, and also because it prefigures a better future of freedom and justice for black people, and for all those who are oppressed. In what follows I unpack the different symbolic interpretations that can be found in the previous sentence. 

First, (a) Mandela’s regained freedom was symbolically valuable for black people of South Africa at the time in which Mandela was liberated: it symbolised the possibility of overturning apartheid. This is a way of thinking of symbolic value as historically situated. This interpretation can also have (b) a prefigurative component: Mandela’s enjoyment of freedom non-specifically can be seen as prefiguring future positive changes for black people in South Africa (improvements of their conditions, emancipation, etc.). The prefigurative aspect of symbolic value is interesting, because it points to an interpretation of symbolic value as a kind of political value: especially, one that finds its relevance in political contexts marked by social struggles and structures of oppression and domination.[footnoteRef:30] Note that these ways of attaching symbolic value to Mandela’s freedom are instances of the symbolic mode of valuing (§2): Mandela’s freedom is thought to be valuable because it symbolises future valuable ends (e.g. justice, non-domination etc.). (c) Of course, Mandela’s regained freedom could inspire many other oppressed people at different points in history: in that sense, Mandela’s freedom acquires what we may call universal symbolic value.  [30:  Here ‘prefigurative’ is not understood in the strictly technical sense adopted within the anarchist and radical tradition, where it is referred to practices of protests and political participation (see Van De Sande, 2019). Nonetheless, my understanding of prefiguration shares with this tradition the anticipatory aspect of the concept: i.e. that a state of affairs (e.g. Mandela’s freedom, or the practices of protest movements such as the Occupy movement) can be interpreted as anticipating the realisation of a more just society (see Van De Sande, 2019: 227-228). ] 


I have highlighted three symbolic interpretations of freedom’s symbolic value in Mandela Liberation: historically situated, universal, prefigurative. Such an analysis matters because the recent freedom literature has emphasised a plurality of senses in which freedom is (non-specifically) valuable that are not explicitly discussed in Carter’s and Kramer’s seminal works: e.g. diagnostic value (Côté, 2024), epistemic non-specific value (Intropi, 2025), ability-independent non-specific value (Huseynli, 2025), status-based non-specific value (Intropi, 2022). To these we should add freedom’s symbolic non-specific value: this is a further dimension of freedom’s non-specific value that future studies could contribute to explore. In the next sections I delve deeper into the analysis of freedom’s symbolic value, discussing the value of freedom in relation to marriage, and the political liberties. I shall clearly distinguish between freedom’s symbolic and constitutive value, thereby showing that freedom’s symbolic value is really a distinct kind of value. 

4. Interpretation and freedom’s symbolic value.

Scanlon’s treatment of the symbolic value of choice is one of the few discussions of freedom’s symbolic value in the literature (Scanlon, 1998). Here is what Scanlon has to say about the topic: 

“In a situation in which people are normally expected to make choices of a certain sort for themselves, individuals have reason to value the opportunity to make these choices because not having or not exercising this opportunity would be seen as reflecting a judgement (their own or someone else’s) that they are not competent or do not have the standing normally accorded an adult member of the society. For example, in societies in which arranged marriages are not the norm, people have reason to want to choose their own mates rather than have their parents do it for them (…) also because having their parents make the choice would be ‘demeaning’ – that is to say, would suggest that they are not competent, independent adults (symbolic value). In a different society, in which arranged marriage was common, reasons of this last sort would be much weaker” (Scanlon, 1998: 253). 

I wish to show that Scanlon’s treatment of the freedom to choose whom to marry can be taken to illustrate the interpretive nature of (freedom’s) symbolic value.[footnoteRef:31] Before that, I should make three preliminary clarificatory points. First, we should distinguish between freedom and freedom of choice: whereas Scanlon’s quotation may be taken to refer to both, here I’m primarily interested in freedom as opportunities to act, rather than in the opportunity to make a “reasoned selection and performance of one or more of the items on an action-menu” (freedom of choice) (Carter, 2004: 68).[footnoteRef:32] Second, I shall focus on the value/disvalue of opportunities, rather than on the value/disvalue of exercising opportunities (both relevant to Scanlon’s quotation; on this distinction see Kramer, 2003: 240-245, 2017: 200-203).[footnoteRef:33] Third, I also wish to distinguish between the right to choose whom to marry – as a normative position involving for example claim rights (e.g. the right not to be prevented from choosing a specific person X as spouse) – and the opportunities protected by such a right: my focus will be chiefly on the latter (see Kramer, 2017: 198-200).  [31:  The quotation can be referred to Arranged Marriage, one of the examples mentioned in §1.]  [32:  Carter (2004) has a broader definition of freedom of choice: we can leave this aside in this context. ]  [33:  As Kramer has shown, having the freedom to X (e.g. having the freedom to commit suicide) remains valuable, even if doing X (e.g. committing suicide) is disvaluable (Kramer, 2017: 200-201). ] 


Scanlon claims that in a culture in which marriages are normally arranged there would be weaker reasons to symbolically value the freedom to choose whom to marry, and thus to protect it.[footnoteRef:34] I shall elaborate on this and on Scanlon’s quotation to show how freedom’s symbolic value is (1) inherently interpretive; and (2) in this specific example the interpretation is context-dependent. Let me explain. Claims about symbolic value are (1) inherently interpretive because, as we have seen in §2, to make such claims one needs to show how a symbol stands for something else on some grounds: one needs to explain the standing-for relationship by appealing to some grounds. There can be different kinds of grounds (e.g. historical, causal etc.). And (2) in the case under discussion the grounds of the interpretation are context-dependent. This is because in this specific example understanding why the symbol (the freedom to choose whom to marry) is in a standing-for relationship involves interpreting the shared meaning of a social practice (that of marriage).  [34:  Such reasons would be weaker because there would be less symbolic value attached to choosing whom to marry, and therefore also to the freedom to do so.] 


The freedom to choose whom to marry can be said to be symbolically valuable in virtue of symbolising – or being a sign that stands for – “the standing normally accorded an adult member of the society” (Scanlon, 1998: 253). If someone didn’t have the freedom to choose her own partner – because the parents would decide for her (Scanlon, 1998: 253) – this would send the message that the child should not be treated as an adult because she stands in a hierarchical relationship with the parents, which would in turn be considered demeaning for the child. It is crucial to note that such an interpretation relies on an understanding of the meaning of marriage as a social practice. Interpreting why it is insulting to be deprived of the freedom to choose one’s own spouse requires appealing to a broad cultural context in which having one’s own marriage arranged is demeaning. To sum up, the freedom to choose whom to marry has symbolic value because it symbolises the values of a non-hierarchical society and a kind of status equality (between parents and adult children), such that an affront to such a freedom symbolises an affront to the egalitarian value in question.[footnoteRef:35] [35:  This implies interpreting the symbolic relation in terms of the symbolic mode of valuing (§2). ] 


Highlighting the interpretive nature of symbolic value sheds light over an overlooked aspect of freedom’s value. In many cases we don’t really need to rely on interpretive reasoning to explain why freedom matters. If I say that there is value in having the freedom to drink water – since exercising such a freedom (i.e. drinking water) fulfils a basic need and has prudential value – I don’t need to appeal to any culturally mediated meaning: I just need to show that people need to drink water to stay alive, and so that it would be good for them to have the freedom to drink water. In other cases – such as the one discussed above – we do need to appeal to a culturally-mediated interpretation of freedom’s significance. For example, to explain the value of the freedom to choose whom to marry, we need to interpret freedom’s value in light of the social meaning of marriage (compare with Davis’s analysis of the symbolism of kisses, §2). So, examining the symbolic value of freedom allows us to highlight the underexplored interpretive aspect of freedom’s value.[footnoteRef:36] [36:  Note the following points. (1) The distinction I’m drawing is different from Kramer’s content-dependent/content-independent value distinction: more specifically, it is internal to content-dependent value. To explain why a certain freedom is content-dependently valuable we may need to appeal to the social meaning of a practice (as in the case of the freedom to choose whom to marry), or we may not need to do so (as in the case of the freedom to drink water). (2) See also Christman’s recent critique of pure negative freedom approaches: i.e. that they cannot be interested in opportunities understood only spatio-temporally (as involving discrete portions of space and time), but they need to attend also to the social meaning attached to the opportunities (Christman, 2023). ] 


I now wish to bring in two further examples concerning the freedom to marry (rather than the freedom to choose whom to marry), and the freedom to vote. It is hard to deny the symbolic import of the freedom to marry when we consider the extension of the right to marry to gay couples. The freedom to marry is foremost a right (e.g. the legal right to marry), which as such guarantees that two consenting adults are unimpeded in their exercise of the opportunities that such a right protects: e.g. the opportunity to stand in front of a civil official and to pronounce the words involved in the rite of marriage. Now, the right to marry – and therefore also the freedoms protected by the right – have symbolic value: for those in the LGBTQ+ community who welcome the extension of the right to marry to gay couples as a progressive move, the right to marry and the freedoms it protects symbolise a step towards gay liberation and also the recognition of the equality (equal status) of gay persons and of gay couples vis à vis straight persons and straight couples. So, the right to marry and the freedom it protects are valuable in symbolic terms because they are taken to represent the value of status equality between persons. 

It is not a case that symbolic value is more evident in cases involving religious or secularised rituals (e.g. marriage), since symbols can function as signs of what is holy or sacred for particular religious or civic communities (see Adams, 1997). This is further evidenced if we consider the right to vote in a political election and the freedoms it protects. There’s a symbolic dimension to the right to vote and related freedoms (e.g. the freedom not to be interfered with one’s exercise of the right to vote), since, as a political institution, voting rights can be interpreted to symbolise the equal status of persons as democratic citizens. Other things being equal, being deprived of the right to vote can be interpreted as an affront to one’s equal status as citizens. And one plausible explanation why in our societies much value is attributed to the right to vote (and corresponding freedoms) – even if, in fact, one’s vote has little impact on the final outcome of an election – is because such a value is partly symbolic: the right to vote symbolically represents the equality of persons qua citizens. In this section I have highlighted the interpretive nature of freedom’s symbolic value. Furthermore, with the discussion of the right to marry and of the right to vote (and related freedoms) I have offered an illustration of the relevance of freedom’s symbolic value for contemporary societal and political issues. 

5. Constitutive value, symbolic value, and political liberty. 

In this section I further clarify freedom’s symbolic value by clearly distinguishing it from freedom’s constitutive value. The motivation for this demarcation comes from the following possible objection to the reasoning presented in the previous section. One may challenge my analysis on grounds that it mistakenly takes symbolic relationships for what in fact are constitutive relationships. To illustrate this point, I should first introduce the distinction between symbolic and constitutive value. We have seen that something X has symbolic value when X symbolically represents (stands for) something else Y.[footnoteRef:37] On the other hand, X has constitutive value when X is an analytically (non-causally) necessary component of Y (see Carter, 1999: 54-55; Kramer, 2017: 207).  [37:  Or also when the symbol in question becomes itself a ground of value (symbolism as a ground of value). ] 


To clarify, consider how freedom is constitutively (and non-specifically) valuable for autonomy, as Carter and Kramer have shown: having a measure of freedom – rather than just having a restricted number of options or having only certain specific options – is a necessary component of autonomy, interpreted as the liberal ideal of choosing for oneself what to do in life (see Raz, 1986). Indeed, having a whole range of options among which to choose – which includes also bad options and the opportunity to refuse to undertake certain courses of action – is necessary to exercise one’s own judgement, to reflect about what would be good for oneself, and therefore to lead one’s own life according to what one thinks to be valuable (Kramer, 2017: 207; Carter, 1999: 59-60). I introduce this simply to clarify how freedom can be constitutively connected to other values. Carter’s and Kramer’s analysis illustrates how freedom is a component of autonomy, rather than a means that causally brings about autonomy. 

Analogously, one may claim that the conceptual relationship between the right to vote (and corresponding freedoms) and the equal status of citizens is constitutive, rather than symbolic. Part of what it means to be a democratic citizens is to have the right to vote (and related freedoms). So, having the equal status of citizen just amounts to having the right to vote (among other things). On this view, being prevented from exercising one’s freedom to vote is an insult to equal citizenship because such a freedom is a component of citizenship, rather than because it symbolizes it. I shall address this possible critique as follows: I do not wish to deny what is plainly true, the constitutive relationship between certain freedoms (e.g. those connected with voting) and other valuable goods (e.g. the equal status attached to citizenship). But I do not need to do that either: something can have both constitutive and symbolic value, since having one of these two values does not preclude having also the other one.[footnoteRef:38] I argue for this point in what follows. I wish to show that symbolic value is really a distinctive kind of value. To that end, I shall look at cases in which the constitutive dimension is less relevant, so that the symbolic one better comes to the fore.  [38:  Something can have symbolic value in virtue of its constitutive value, a point I cannot fully explore here. ] 


The symbolic value of the political liberties

Explicating a value relationship in constitutive terms does not undermine the possibility of interpreting it also symbolically. In fact, sometimes something valuable in virtue of being part of something else of value (constitutive value) can also come to acquire symbolic value. More specifically, the part-whole relationship (constitutive value) can be symbolically represented by means of a synecdochal representation (see Van De Sande, 2020):[footnoteRef:39] or so I shall argue through a discussion of the symbolic value of the political liberties. Consider Party Meetings: [39:  I thank Samuel Dishaw for suggesting that this kind of symbolic representation may be explained synecdochally. ] 


Party Meetings: a party conference is held at a certain theatre. To attend, party members have to scan their fingerprints at the entrance door: this is the only way to open the door. The party decides to render party members who are physically unable to attend the conference (e.g. because they suffer from an impairing disability) unfree to enter the room, by erasing the memory of their fingerprints from the door lock (Intropi, 2019: 222). 

The political liberties (the freedom to vote, to run for office, etc.) include the freedom to take part in the political life of a community, and – I take it – also the freedom to participate in party meetings (see Freeman, 2007: 46-47). The value of the political liberties can be explained in constitutive terms, but also – I believe – symbolically. On a standard Rawlsian approach, the political liberties are constitutively valuable as necessary components of the status that persons have as citizens or as moral persons (see Freeman, 2007: 45). On Rawls’s theory, the subjects of justice are individuals endowed with two moral powers: the sense of justice and the capacity to form and revise a conception of the good (Rawls, 2005: 302). And Rawls thinks that the political liberties – alongside the other basic liberties – are necessary for the exercise of such moral powers (Rawls, 2005: 293). This explicates the values of the political liberties constitutively, as integral components of the status of persons as citizens. A second strategy consists in attaching symbolic value to the political liberties. Having them can have symbolic value either because the political liberties have become themselves grounds of value (symbolism as grounds of value), or because they remind us of other values in symbolic terms. Consider that the basic liberties are rights (Hohfeldian claim, powers, and associated privileges): so, what I have claimed so far should be taken to apply foremost to the constitutive and symbolic value of rights.[footnoteRef:40]  [40:  It should be noted that there are views of freedom that equate freedom with the possession of certain rights: sometimes, libertarian views are interpreted this way, and also Dworkin’s interpretive approach to freedom in an egalitarian theory of justice (see Carter, 1999: 69-74; Dworkin, 2002: 1667, fn. 14; Nozick, 1974). On such views, what is said of rights (e.g. their symbolic value) is tantamount also said of freedom.] 


That being said, it can also be argued that the physical opportunities protected by the political liberties have symbolic value. The following argument will especially speak to conceptions of freedom that draw a wedge between freedom and ability: i.e. to those liberals who claim that one can be free to do X (in so far as one is not relevantly interfered with by others), even if one is (physically) unable to X (e.g. Berlin 2002: 169; Miller 1983: 70; Steiner 1994: ch. 2).[footnoteRef:41] In Party Meetings disabled party members are deprived of the physical opportunity to attend the party conference, on grounds that they would be unable to participate.[footnoteRef:42] Since they would be unable to attend, we may say that for them the constitutive value of freedom is not operative: for the disabled the freedoms under consideration cannot be valuable on grounds that they allow them to participate in the meeting (since they would be unable to attend). At the same time, if we think that disabled party members should have the freedom to physically attend party meetings, we would need to appeal to other kinds of reasons: for instance, symbolic reasons.[footnoteRef:43]  [41:  Kramer, instead, argues that freedom requires not being interfered with by others and being physically able to X in the absence of interference (Kramer 2003). ]  [42:  I assume that there are no other ways of taking part in the meeting: e.g. that participation online is not available. On some conceptions of freedom, this should count as an unfreedom: especially, on views that require that someone’s actions are rendered physically impossible (by others) for ascriptions of unfreedom to obtain (see Steiner, 1994: ch. 2; Carter, 1999: ch. 8). I shall not discuss whether this is the correct view on what makes someone unfree, though it is intuitively plausible that when someone’s opportunities are completely foreclosed by others the person is unfree.]  [43:  See also my brief discussion of symbolic reasons with reference to Party Meetings in Intropi (2019: 222-224). ] 

On a plausible view, it would be insulting or demeaning for the disabled to be deprived of the opportunity to exercise the political liberties (even when they are unable to exercise them): it would be outrageous if disabled persons were deprived of such opportunities on grounds of their disability.[footnoteRef:44] It is worth reflecting on what motivates this reaction. As far as Party Meetings is concerned, it cannot be because having such opportunities is an enabling condition: since disabled party members would be in any case unable to attend. Instead, the disvalue in question should be understood as a kind of insult to disabled members’ status as citizens. Especially, the disvalue seems to be purely symbolic, since in the case at hand unfreedom is not insulting on grounds that one is deprived of an opportunity to exercise one’s own moral powers (constitutive reasons of this type are inoperative).[footnoteRef:45] The unfreedom/opportunity in question is disvaluable on grounds of symbolising a lack of status on the part of the disabled: i.e. that they ought not to be treated according to the status attributed to citizens. Symmetrically, having the opportunities in question – even if one is unable to exercise them – is valuable because it symbolises citizens’ (equal) status. If this is correct, the opportunities associated with the political liberty are valuable in virtue of symbolically representing other valuable goods: especially, the status-dignity of citizens.  [44:  See Sneddon (2016: 405-407) on the insult/compliment approach to symbolic value/disvalue. ]  [45:  So, the way I interpret it, the example ties symbolic (dis)value to offensiveness – i.e. it would be insulting if disabled members were prevented from attending the party meeting. And this interpretation fits nicely with Sneddon’s account of offensiveness in Sneddon (2021). ] 

I wish to suggest that one way of explaining this kind of symbolism is through an appeal to the concept of “synechdocal representation”, which Van De Sande has recently examined, drawing on the works of Laclau (see Van De Sande, 2020: §5). The synecdoche is a rhetorical figure similar to a metonymy. It can be characterized as follows: “(i)n a synecdochal relation the signifier is itself a constitutive part of the larger whole that it signifies. It requires a pars pro toto relation. Expressions such as ‘we have hungry mouths to feed’ or the use of ‘wheels’ as a reference to automobiles are famous examples of a synecdoche (…)” (Van De Sande, 2020: 404). Interpreting the symbolic value in Party Meetings as a synecdochal representation involves claiming that the part (the political liberty in question, and related freedoms) is taken to symbolically represent the whole (the status of citizens). Whilst on constitutive value the part has value has an integral component of the whole, in a synecdochal representation the part symbolically represents the whole.[footnoteRef:46] And I am suggesting that Party Meetings evinces a case in which a political liberty is valuable in virtue of what it represents (the status of citizens), and that this explains why depriving disabled party members of the relevant freedom/opportunity is perceived as insulting. The main upshot is that constitutive and symbolic value ought to be clearly distinguished, though attributing constitutive value does not necessarily imply that the valuable thing in question cannot be valuable also symbolically. This analysis contributes to freedom debates by shedding light on a further kind of value besides those typically analysed in books about freedom (Carter, 1999; Kramer, 2017: ch. 5): alongside freedom’s constitutive, intrinsic, instrumental value, we should also be talking of freedom’s symbolic value.  [46:  Van De Sande clarifies the political nature of synecdochal representation, arguing that this type of symbolic representation has played a role in occupying movements (Van De Sande 2020). Especially, innovative practices of deliberation used by these movements can be understood synecdocally as prefiguring and symbolically represent larger ideas: “a particular concept of democracy, a notion of the 99% or the people” (Van De Sande, 2020: 408). For other relevant examples, see Van De Sande, 2020: 405-408). ] 

Implications for Freedom and Symbolic Value Debates

I wish to conclude the section with some further reflections that are meant to clarify the claims of the previous paragraphs. First, (1) I do not mean to claim that the value of the opportunities protected by a political liberty in Party Meetings is symbolic for the disabled whilst it isn’t for the non-disabled. The political liberties have symbolic value for all those who share the symbolic interpretation in question, which can include disabled and non-disabled alike.[footnoteRef:47] In Party Meetings I focus on cases in which someone is unable to exercise the relevant opportunities because in so doing it is possible to isolate the symbolic value of freedom from its constitutive value, in order to better distinguish the two kinds of values. (2) Note that from my analysis follows that the value of such opportunities is, we may say, purely symbolic for the disabled. By this I just mean that from the point of view of a disabled individual such opportunities will only have symbolic value (if such an individual shares the symbolic interpretation in question). Such opportunities will not also have constitutive value, since under the specific circumstances described in Party Meetings constitutive reasons are not operative. (3) It should be clarified that, when it comes to the possible practical implications of my argument, of course I do not mean to undermine the case for protecting the political liberties of the disabled. Symbolic reasons are powerful justificatory tools, and as such they can be invoked to justify protecting the political liberties in cases such as the one discussed in this section.  [47:  There are complications here that are worth mentioning. I speculate that in a given society one specific symbolic interpretation of a given practice and of its elements may be dominant: such an interpretation would be deeply embedded in the culture of that society and it would be shared by a large number of people. That is, a large number of participants in a given practice may share a common symbolic interpretation: for example, they may attribute a specific symbolic meaning to the opportunities to exercise a political liberty. This seems to point to a possible social function of symbols, though whether this is in fact what happens in our societies is an empirical matter, for which I cannot provide evidence here. That said, note (1) that it will be difficult for non-participants to access the symbolic meaning of the practice, and (2) that there will always be space for divergent symbolic interpretations: as we have seen (§2), symbolic interpretations are interpreter-relative. In other words, it is always possible for someone to interpret something in a way that is different from that of the dominant symbolic interpretation. I acknowledge this possibility, that was suggested to me by an anonymous reviewer. ] 


(4) The more general issue triggered by this discussion concerns what should be the role of freedom’s symbolic value in the context of a theory of political morality: this topic deserves further exploration. Here I can only sketch how such an enquiry should proceed: reflecting open-mindedly about the practice of granting certain freedoms/opportunities to those who would in any case be unable to exercise them requires questioning the justifiability of such practices, in light of the fact that the what may intuitively seem the main reason for protecting the freedoms/opportunities in question (i.e. that they allow people to exercise their rights) is inoperative in the case under discussion. If one thinks that what justifies the practice is an appeal to symbolic value, then one would have to further justify the grounds of such a value: i.e. the reasons in favour or against attaching certain symbolism to the practice and the foreseeable consequences of changing the practice (see Davis, 2019).[footnoteRef:48]  [48:  For example, see Davis’s discussion of the practice “of allowing one’s elders to eat first at dinner, as a symbol of respect for them” (Davis, 2019: 459). ] 


(5), consider the implications that the discussion of Party Meetings have for recent debates concerning symbolic value and freedom. In §2 we have seen that Abma’s work focuses on cases in which  there is no prudential value in performing certain acts – since they bring no benefits to anyone – though the acts themselves have value on symbolic non-prudential grounds: I have illustrated this with the example of Amy and her racist boss (Abma, 2025). The discussion of Party Meetings can be said to support Abma’s main line of argument – i.e. that such cases involving symbolic value provide evidence of the existence of non-prudential value – with an argument that appeals to freedom. This would be the case in so far as the symbolic reasons in Party Meetings are wholly non-prudential and appeal to the value of persons’ status in an impersonal way (rather than to prudential goodness).[footnoteRef:49] Finally, (6) consider the possible implications for current freedom debates. Party Meetings shows that there can be reason to value having the opportunity to do something X even if one is physically unable to X (see Huseynli, 2025). One type of such reasons has to do with a symbolic mechanism whereby having freedom/opportunities symbolically represents the status of persons as moral agents or as citizens.  [49:  To fully develop this argument one would need to construct the example in such a way that it would be clear that there are no benefits attached to having the freedoms protected by the political liberties; so that, for example, the individual would not get a kick of pleasure in virtue of being recognized as having the freedoms connected to a certain status.] 


6. Conclusion

The symbolic dimension of freedom’s value has been overlooked in the freedom literature. Yet, in so many ways such a value shapes how freedom underpins social practices in democratic societies. The significance of fundamental rights of citizenship (e.g. the basic liberties) and corresponding freedoms can be taken as clear illustration of this. The essay invites freedom theorists to pay closer attention to the symbolic value of freedom. It does so by doing the kind of analytical work that is preliminary to a better understanding of the symbolic dimension of freedom in a theory of justice and of political morality.[footnoteRef:50]  [50:  A broader question prompted by this essay concerns the definition of the role of symbolic value in a theory of justice, for example with respect to the basic liberties. If, within Rawls’s theory, the basic liberties are taken to express the value of freedom, could we appeal to symbolic value to interpret the distinctive role that Rawls assigns to the basic liberties? Could symbolic value explain the kind of strong (lexical) priority that Rawls attributes to freedom with respect to other values (e.g. material equality)? How much ‘weight’ should symbolic considerations have when we think about trade-offs between freedom and other values? ] 


The discussion of Mandela’s Freedom evidences how freedom’s symbolic value becomes salient in contexts of oppression, where the regained freedom of an individual or of a people symbolically represents the universal hope of achieving freedom for all, especially for those who continue to live under oppressive structures. Relatedly, we have seen that freedom’s symbolic value has many facets: it can be a kind of prudential/non-prudential, specific/non-specific, universal/historically situated value. Through the discussion of Arranged Marriage I have also highlighted the interpretive nature of freedom’s symbolic value. Emphasising that symbolic value is inherently interpretive allows one to reflect on the symbolic significance of existing social practices (e.g. voting rights) and how we should proceed to discuss whether they would need to be reformed. These points are evidenced also in the discussion of Party Meetings, which has highlighted the interplay between the symbolic and constitutive value of the political liberties, interpreting the value of the political liberties in terms of a synechdocal representation of the equal status of persons as citizens. 
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