Term: Symbol

Definition: A symbol in literature is used to signal layers of meaning beyond the surface of the object. A symbol means more than how it simply literally appears. A symbol can be personal, cultural, or universal.
Text: “Daddy” by Sylvia Plath

Analysis: In the famous poem “Daddy” by Sylvia Plath the a shoe is used to symbolize the titular father’s oppressive dominance over his daughter. The poem’s first stanza refers to the “black shoe in which I have lived like a foot for thirty years,” (2-4) using a shoe to symbolize the claustrophobia and entraptment Plath experienced due to her father. The use of the word “black” also emphasizes the dark and evilness of her father’s dominance over her, which is symbolized by a shoe. Further on she calls him a “Ghastly statue with one gray toe / Big as a Frisco seal.” (9) By emphasizing the hugeness and size of her father’s shoe or feet throughout the poem, Plath suggests a connotation of oppressiveness or dominance of her father over herself. By comparing herself to a “poor and white” (4) foot, Plath further emphasizes the symbol of her father’s dominance over her: Plath is a frail and delicate foot encased by the oppressive tyranical shoe of her father. This symbol is further supported by the fact that the foot is the supporter of the body’s weight; by symbolizing herself with a foot, Plath suggests that she is weighed down or bearing the weight of her father’s dominance. Through the use of symbols such as the foot and shoe Plath reveals her father’s oppressive dominance over her.
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