
once upon a time by nadine gordimer
questions and answers
once upon a time by nadine gordimer questions and answers offers a
comprehensive exploration of one of Nadine Gordimer’s most profound short
stories. This article delves into key themes, character analysis, plot
elements, and the socio-political context surrounding the narrative. Readers
seeking to understand the symbolism and underlying messages in “Once Upon a
Time” will find detailed explanations and answers to common questions. The
discussion also covers the story’s structure and literary devices, enhancing
comprehension for students and literature enthusiasts alike. By addressing
frequently asked questions, this guide helps clarify Gordimer’s critique of
fear, security, and apartheid-era South Africa. The following sections
provide a structured overview to assist in academic study or personal
insight.
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Summary and Plot Overview
“Once Upon a Time” by Nadine Gordimer is a short story that depicts a
family’s increasing obsession with security and protection. The narrative
unfolds through a frame story where a narrator recounts the tale of a couple
living in a suburb plagued by fear of crime. As their paranoia escalates,
they install increasingly elaborate security measures, ultimately leading to
tragic consequences. The story serves as an allegory warning against the
dangers of isolation and mistrust in society.

Plot Breakdown
The story begins with the narrator describing a popular bedtime story about a
family living in fear. The couple, influenced by the social atmosphere of
violence and crime, progressively fortifies their home. Their measures



include high walls, electric fences, and eventually a razor-wire barrier. The
climax occurs when their son accidentally triggers the security system,
resulting in his death. This tragic ending highlights the irony and the
destructive impact of excessive fear.

Themes and Symbolism
Analyzing once upon a time by nadine gordimer questions and answers
inevitably involves exploring the story’s major themes and symbolic elements.
Gordimer critiques social paranoia, racial segregation, and the consequences
of apartheid-era fear. The story uses symbolism extensively to convey its
message about societal disconnect and self-imposed imprisonment.

Fear and Security
The dominant theme of fear permeates the story, representing how fear can
lead to irrational decisions and self-destructive behavior. The family’s
fixation on security symbolizes how societies can isolate themselves,
creating barriers that ultimately harm rather than protect. Their home
becomes a metaphorical prison.

Racial and Social Segregation
The story subtly addresses apartheid South Africa’s racial tensions. The
security measures reflect not only personal fear but also the systemic
segregation and mistrust between races. The electric fence and razor wire
symbolize the physical and psychological barriers erected during apartheid.

Irony and Tragedy
The story’s title, “Once Upon a Time,” evokes fairy tale imagery, contrasting
sharply with the grim reality depicted. The tragic outcome serves as an
ironic twist, illustrating how the family’s efforts to protect themselves
lead to their undoing.

Character Analysis
Understanding the characters in once upon a time by nadine gordimer questions
and answers is essential to grasping the story’s critique of societal
attitudes. The main characters represent archetypes rather than fully fleshed
individuals, emphasizing broader social commentary.



The Narrator
The unnamed narrator acts as an observer, recounting the story with a tone of
caution and reflection. The narrator’s role is to frame the tale as a moral
lesson, highlighting the dangers of fear and isolation.

The Family
The husband and wife symbolize middle-class citizens consumed by the paranoia
of crime. Their actions reflect a desire for control that ultimately becomes
self-destructive. Their son embodies innocence and the tragic victim of their
misguided protection.

The Neighbors and Societal Figures
Other characters, such as neighbors and security personnel, illustrate the
wider community’s complicity in the culture of fear. They reinforce the
story’s message about societal fragmentation.

Literary Devices and Style
Nadine Gordimer employs various literary techniques in once upon a time by
nadine gordimer questions and answers to enhance the story’s thematic depth
and emotional impact. The style is concise yet powerful, making use of
symbolism, irony, and allegory.

Symbolism
The use of symbolic elements such as the electric fence, the dog, and the
razor wire encapsulates the story’s critique of security obsession. These
symbols represent barriers—both physical and psychological—that divide
society.

Irony
Irony is central to the story, particularly the tragic ending where the
family’s protective measures cause the death they feared. The narrative tone
juxtaposes fairy tale conventions with harsh reality, reinforcing the story’s
message.

Structure and Narrative Technique
The story’s frame narrative structure, with a story within a story,



reinforces the fairy tale motif while allowing for critical distance.
Gordimer’s use of concise, straightforward prose ensures clarity and impact.

Historical and Political Context
Contextualizing once upon a time by nadine gordimer questions and answers
within apartheid South Africa is crucial. Gordimer wrote during a time of
intense racial segregation and political unrest, and her works often reflect
this environment.

Apartheid Era Influence
The story allegorizes the effects of apartheid, particularly the fear and
mistrust between racial groups. The family’s security measures mirror the
physical and ideological barriers imposed by apartheid laws.

Social Commentary
Gordimer critiques the middle class’s complacency and complicity in
perpetuating segregation and fear. The story warns against the consequences
of isolating oneself from societal realities and the dangers of paranoia.

Relevance Today
Though set in apartheid-era South Africa, the themes of fear, security
obsession, and societal division remain relevant globally. The story prompts
reflection on contemporary issues of safety, prejudice, and community.

Frequently Asked Questions and Answers
This section provides clear responses to common queries regarding once upon a
time by nadine gordimer questions and answers, helping deepen understanding
of the story.

What is the main message of “Once Upon a Time”?1.
The main message warns against letting fear control actions,
illustrating how attempts to insulate oneself can lead to tragedy and
social alienation.

How does Gordimer use symbolism in the story?2.
She uses symbols like the electric fence and razor wire to represent



societal barriers and the destructive nature of paranoia and
segregation.

Why is the story titled “Once Upon a Time”?3.
The title evokes a fairy tale, creating contrast with the grim reality
and emphasizing the ironic nature of the narrative.

What role does fear play in the story?4.
Fear drives the family’s actions, leading them to create dangerous
security measures that ultimately cause harm.

How does the story reflect apartheid South Africa?5.
It allegorizes the racial segregation and mistrust prevalent during
apartheid, highlighting the social and psychological impact of these
divisions.

What is the significance of the ending?6.
The tragic ending serves as a cautionary lesson about the consequences
of excessive fear and isolation.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Once Upon a Time' by
Nadine Gordimer?
'Once Upon a Time' explores themes of fear, security, and the consequences of
paranoia in a racially divided society.

How does Nadine Gordimer use symbolism in 'Once Upon
a Time'?
Gordimer uses the security measures like walls and alarms as symbols of fear
and segregation, illustrating how these barriers ultimately harm those who
build them.

What is the significance of the story's title, 'Once



Upon a Time'?
The title evokes a fairy tale narrative, contrasting the idealized notion of
safety and happiness with the dark reality of fear and violence in the story.

Who are the main characters in 'Once Upon a Time'
and what do they represent?
The main characters are a middle-class white family who represent the
privileged South African society living in fear of the black majority during
apartheid.

What role does fear play in the story 'Once Upon a
Time'?
Fear drives the family to create extreme security measures which ultimately
lead to tragedy, highlighting how fear can be self-destructive.

How does the ending of 'Once Upon a Time' contribute
to its overall message?
The tragic ending, where the child is caught in the security system, serves
as a powerful critique of how excessive fear and segregation can harm
innocent people.

In what way does 'Once Upon a Time' reflect the
social and political context of South Africa?
The story reflects apartheid-era South Africa's racial tensions and how
segregation and fear of the 'other' shaped social behavior and policies.

What literary techniques does Nadine Gordimer employ
in 'Once Upon a Time'?
Gordimer uses irony, allegory, and metaphor to critique societal fears and
the consequences of apartheid, making the story both a fairy tale and a
social commentary.

Additional Resources
1. Understanding Nadine Gordimer's "Once Upon a Time": A Study Guide
This study guide offers a comprehensive analysis of Nadine Gordimer's "Once
Upon a Time," exploring its themes, characters, and symbolism. It includes
chapter summaries, discussion questions, and detailed answers to help readers
grasp the story's underlying social and political commentary. Ideal for
students and educators alike, it encourages critical thinking about apartheid



and fear in society.

2. Critical Essays on Nadine Gordimer's "Once Upon a Time"
This collection of essays delves deeply into the literary techniques and
thematic concerns of "Once Upon a Time." Scholars examine Gordimer's use of
allegory, narrative style, and her critique of apartheid-era South Africa.
Each essay is followed by questions and answers designed to provoke
reflection and debate.

3. "Once Upon a Time" by Nadine Gordimer: Themes and Analysis
Focused on thematic exploration, this book breaks down the major motifs in
"Once Upon a Time," such as fear, security, and racial segregation. It
provides readers with insightful questions and answers that facilitate a
thorough understanding of the social context and moral questions Gordimer
raises.

4. Nadine Gordimer's "Once Upon a Time": A Classroom Companion
Designed for classroom use, this companion book includes lesson plans,
discussion questions, and answer keys related to "Once Upon a Time." It aims
to foster engaging classroom discussions about symbolism, narrative
structure, and the socio-political implications of the story.

5. Exploring Symbolism in Nadine Gordimer's "Once Upon a Time"
This guide focuses on the rich symbolism embedded in "Once Upon a Time,"
explaining how Gordimer uses fairy tale motifs to critique societal fears and
prejudices. It includes thought-provoking questions and detailed answers to
enhance readers' interpretive skills.

6. Postcolonial Perspectives on "Once Upon a Time" by Nadine Gordimer
This book examines "Once Upon a Time" through the lens of postcolonial
theory, addressing themes of power, identity, and resistance. It offers
analytical questions and comprehensive answers that deepen readers'
understanding of Gordimer’s critique of apartheid and colonial legacies.

7. Character Analysis in Nadine Gordimer's "Once Upon a Time"
Focusing on character study, this book explores the motivations, fears, and
transformations of the story's protagonists. It provides a series of
questions and answers aimed at dissecting character development and their
symbolic significance within the narrative.

8. Comparative Studies: "Once Upon a Time" and Other Works by Nadine Gordimer
This volume compares "Once Upon a Time" with Gordimer’s other notable works,
highlighting recurring themes and stylistic choices. It includes discussion
questions and answers that encourage readers to analyze Gordimer’s evolving
perspectives on justice and humanity.

9. Discussion and Analysis Workbook for "Once Upon a Time" by Nadine Gordimer
A practical workbook filled with exercises, quizzes, and question-answer
sections focused on "Once Upon a Time." It is designed to help readers test
their comprehension and engage actively with the text’s themes, making it a
valuable resource for self-study or group discussions.
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