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This paper will discuss the sufferings and exploitations of the women in the play Runied. It is 
painful that women are not safe in their own community, neither in war period, nor even during 
peace time. They have been physically and mentally exploited by men folk. The Democratic 
Republic of Congo war rages as civilians, soldiers, and police of the country fight for control 
over its governance, its people and its valuable minerals. During this war the Congolese women 
have been victimized and brutally raped and tortured by the militias, rebel soldiers, police and 
criminals. The civilians and even their husbands tortured them, as they were thinking about their 
status. They do not have any kind of sympathy for these girls, rather they intentionally taunted 
them. They think that if they will be living with damaged girls, it will be a shame and dishonor 
for them. The  paper aims to discuss the sufferings, exploitation and trauma borne by women 
during war periods. 

Lynn Nottage’s Ruined is the story of Democratic Republic of Congo. To write this play, Lynn 
Nottage interviewed many Congolese women who told her in plain words of the treatment they 
had endured at the hands of the Militias. Rape and Sexual violence were all too common 
occurrences in a country still ravaged by civil unrest, in an ongoing war fought over women’s 
bodies. “Eastern Congo,” according to U.N. special representative Margot Wallstrom, “is the 
rape capital of the world with 48 women being raped every hour.”(1) Rape as a weapon of war is 
recognized as a tactic to humiliate, dominate, instill fear in, and forcibly relocate civilian 
members of a community or ethnic groups. This form of sexual violence against women and girls 
is relied upon by government, rebel soldiers, police, criminals, civilians and even husbands. 
Women often seen as the bearers of the culture, as the representatives of any given community, 
are raped systematically as an instrumentation of open warfare, by breaking down families and 
destabilizing communities, children who witnessed the violence are also traumatized. Nottage in 
an interview with HBO news channel said: “Almost all the women I interviewed had been 
sexually abused and assaulted in horrific ways.”(1) 

The Democratic Republic of Congo has a long history of civil war and brutal conflict. The 
country has in recent years, become a center for mining valuable minerals including Colton, 
which is used in many digital technologies. That was the major cause of war and conflict within 
the country and among civilians. Ruined is created using the narratives of the women Nottage 
met in the Congo. Victims of these war and conflicts whose life stories have been weaved in the 
narrative of the play directly attacked to the emotions of the audience, and compel them to think 
about the conditions of the Congolese women, the victims of the war torn country. The 
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systematic rape of women and violence, has become a chief instrument of war. This is the 
backdrop against which the play has been written. Nottage goes on to say:  

“I believe in engaging people emotionally, because I think they react more out of 

emotion, than when they are preached to, told how to feel. It was important that 

this not become a documentary, or agitprop. And that Mama Nadi is morally.”(1) 

The play starts in Mama Nadi’s brothel, where Christian has brought two rape victims, Salima 
and Sophie. Salima is accepted but Mama Nadi does not want the “ruined” Sophie. Christian 
explains to Mama Nadi: “……is….ruined”. (10) She has been brutally raped by militias and is 
genitally mutilated. Her uncle Christian brought her with him to Mama’s brothel and he requests 
Mama to keep her with another girls. 

“…. And here at least I know she’ll be safe. Fed. And as you know the village 

isn’t a place for a girl who has been …. Ruined. It brings shame, dishonor to the 

family.”(11) 

After being raped, a woman is cut from all her relations even her own family and husband too. 
They do not want to live with a girl who has been physically destroyed by soldiers. To live with 
these girls means shame and dishonor for the family. Same is the case with Salima and Sophie. 
Salima’s family and husband turn her out and the only option available for her to survive, is to 
live in a brothel. Sophie’s family details are not described in the text but if her uncle is himself 
bringing her there, it clearly means that she is not wanted by her family.   

“My girls, ask them, Emilene, Mazima, Josephine, ask them, they’d rather be 

here, any day, than back out there in their villages where they are taken without 

regard. They’re safer with me, than in their own homes, because this country is 

picked clean, while men, poets like you, drink beer, eats nuts, and look for 

someplace to disappear.” (57) 

 In every society and even every country, women have to suffer, and have been physically as 
well as mentally exploited by the men folk. They become the tools and victims during war times. 
Sophie would have been leading a normal life like other women with their families and was a 
good student, but her conditions and circumstances took her to a place against her wish, and she 
had to do all those works that Mama Nadi wanted her to do. She has been genitally mutilated so 
she cannot sell her body, even she is ‘ruined’, and she got hurt when Josephine taunted her that 
you are of no use, and worse than a whore. 

“A mere trick of fate. I’m sorry, but let me say what we all know, you are 

something worse than a whore. So many men have had you that you’re 

worthless.” (25) 
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Sophie suffers more than other girls in the brothel. She has been tortured by customers, and they 
wanted to have sex with her. She get tormented and enraged when commander Osembenga tries 
to seduce her, and shoves her. She spits on his feet and shouts “I am dead! Fuck a corpse! What 
would that make you?” (55). No one tries to understand the psychological and physical pain that 
she must be going through each moment of her life. She has to sing for the customers in the 
brothel to entertain them, despite herself being an emotional wreck. Her songs express her pain, 
sufferings and hope too, to go back home, that one day she will be leading a normal life. But she 
is helpless, as she could not leave with Mr. Harari. She has to live in the brothel as a supposed 
prostitute. But she still has hope to lead a normal life after a genital operation, which is a very 
distant dream. Her songs express hope, pain and encouragement for herself and even for her 
friends Salima and Josephine. 

You come here to forget, 

  You say drive away all regret. 

  And dance like it’s the ending  

  The ending of the war. 

  Have another beer, my friend, 

  Douse the fire of your fears, my friend, 

  Get drunk and foolish on the moment 

  Brush aside the day’s heavy judgment. (14) 

It represents the hope, sufferings and pain that she has gone through, it’s is kind of self-
motivation and is also a kind of warning to Militias and soldiers who come to the brothel to 
enjoy with girls, that you can enjoy as much as you want but one day the time of sufferings will 
be over and the war will also end. She herself tells Salima the significance of her songs. 

“Is that what you think? While I’m singing, I’m praying the pain will be gone, but 

what those men did to me lives inside of my body. Every step I take I feel them in 

me. Punishing me. And it will be that way for the rest of my life.”(23) 

She has been so brutally raped that she cannot forget it throughout her life. She had been 
genitally mutilated and left for dead by militias and soldiers. This pain and sufferings of her 
exploitation will remain the same forever. Salima, another girl in the brothel has also been 
brutally raped and, physically and mentally exploited by the soldiers. She was gang raped in her 
own house in front of her girl child. She has been brutally tortured by the soldiers for five 
months.  After being raped Salima was thrown out of her house by her husband and her family 
members. They were only thinking about their status in the society, that if they will be living 
with such a girl then it will be a matter of shame and dishonor for them. What society would 
think, what their neighbor would talk about them, all these aspects compel them to keep away 
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from girls like Salima, Sophie, Josephine, Mama Nadi and so many other girls who are the 
victims of such circumstances. But society does not think that it is not their fault, in fact they are 
the victims of circumstances. It is not for their happiness to work in the brothel as prostitutes and 
sell their bodies. They also want to lead a normal life, as Salima mentions to Sophie that she 
wants to go back to her home, and live with her husband, and child Beatrice. But she is helpless 
and cannot go back home. Salima has suffered a lot, she describes to Sophie that how she has 
been brutally raped by soldiers, she explains: 

“They tied me to a tree by my foot… I make fires, I cook food, I listen to their 

stupid songs, I carry bullets, I clean wounds, I wash blood from their clothing, 

and, and, and…. I lay there as they tore me to pieces, until I was raw …. Five 

months. Five months. Chained like a goat. These men fighting … fighting for our 

liberation. Still I close my eyes and I see such terrible things….. How can men be 

this way?”(46) 

Even her family does not accept her after she was brutally raped by militias. Her husband denies 
to live with his wife, in fact he had left her in a brothel. Earlier also Salima explains that, he was 
not there to save her from the soldiers, but after the act he added to the pain by turning back to 
her. He beat her and made her to leave: 

“I walked into the family compound expecting wide open arms. An embrace. 

Five months, sufferings. I suffered every single second of it. And my family gave 

me the back of their heads. And he, the man I loved since I was fourteen…. He 

beat my ankles raw. And I dishonored him? I dishonored him?! Where was he? 

Buying a pot? He was too proud to bear my shame … but not proud to protect me 

from it.”(47) 

 She is living in torment with pain and sufferings. In the brothel she becomes pregnant, and the 
child is of one of the customer soldiers. Even than she has to fulfill the demands and desires of 
her customers. She is continuously tortured and exploited by soldiers, one of the soldier gropes at 
Salima, and nips her on the neck, and compels her to have sex. Sophie tries to ease Salima’s pain 
and tells her that “They’ll say anything to impress a lady. Half of them are lies. Dirty fucky lies! 
Go back, don’t listen.” (20) Salima wanted to go back to her home. Her husband Fortune comes 
and get her back, but he still is in dilemma and thinking about his status in the society. His friend 
Simon did not want him to take the risk to get Salima back. He explains to Fortune that she is 
‘ruined’ and you cannot take her back because other men will make fun of you. He says: “The 
men are saying “Why won’t the man just take another woman.” “Why is he chasing a damaged 
girl?” (49) Fortune still loves Salima but is unable to get her back in his house and retain her as 
his wife. At last Salima could not bear the pain and sufferings, and she stabs herself and dies. 
Her final words to soldiers and Osembenga: “You will not fight your battles on my body 
anymore.”(63) 
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These all aspects depict the hard time, struggle for survival, pain and sufferings of women who 
have been physically as well as mentally exploited. They are living in trauma with an 
unforgettable past, painful present and an uncertain future. Josephine, another girl working for 
Mama Nadi in her brothel, had once belonged to a high class society. She also has been raped 
brutally and left as ‘damaged’ goods. Even Josephine could not save herself from being raped by 
militias. She describes to Sophie that, she belonged to the elite class, still nobody came to save 
her, and instead they are watching the show, while she was being raped. Josephine describes to 
Sophie that: 

“My father was chief! The most important man in the villages, and when the 

soldiers raided us, who was kind to me? Huh? Not his second wife. “There she is 

the chief’s daughter!” Or the cowards who pretended not to know me, and did any 

of them bring a blanket to cover me, did anyone move to help me? NO! So you 

see, you ain’t special!”((26) 

Mama Nadi is a wise and shrewd businesswoman. She plays a dangerous game of serving both 
sides to protect herself, her business and the women who work there. She knows the reality of 
the lives of the women who are working in her brothel. They want to live a normal life, but 
Mama Nadi knows that they will not be accepted by the society, and even by their own families. 
She tells the reality to Salima, when her husband Fortune came to the brothel to ask her to return 
back to their home. Mama tells her that, he will not accept her after return back from the brothel. 
The society will not allow him to be with Salima. He will put many questions, and Salima will 
not be able to answer and satisfy them all. 

“He’ll see you, love will flood into his eyes, he’ll tell you everything you want to 

hear, and then one morning, I know how it happens, he will begin to ask ugly 

questions, but he won’t be able to hear the answers. And no matter what you say, 

he won’t be satisfied….but if you want to go back out there, go, but they, your 

village, your people, they won’t understand. Oh, they’ll say they will, but they 

won’t. Because you know, underneath everything, they will be thinking, “She’s 

damaged. She’s been had by too many men …. , those dirty men touch her. She’s 

a whore.””(44) 

Even Mama Nadi is also a ‘ruined’ woman. She says to Christian: “I’m ruined. I’m ruined. No! 
Don’t touch me! No!” (67) She expresses her emotions towards the end of the play when 
Christian proposes her for marriage. She knows that it is not easy to lead a normal life, living 
with society. Society will not let them to live with peace and harmony. All the time they will 
taunt and make you realize that you are ‘damaged’ and a shame and dishonor for the society. She 
refuses at the beginning but at last she gets ready to live with her love Christian. During their 
conversation she clears to Christian that it is not easy to live with a ‘ruined’ woman. 
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“What would we do, professor? How would it work? The two of us? Imagine. 

You’d wander. I’d get impatient. I see how men do. We’d argue, fight, and I’d 

grow resentful. You’d grow jealous. We know this story it’s tiresome.”(66) 

The play ends with the acceptance of Christian’s proposal of marriage by Mama Nadi signifying 
a sense of hope for Mama Nadi as well as the women living in her brothel. The whole play 
revolves around the women who are the victims of the circumstances. It is about the women who 
have been physically as well as mentally tortured and exploited by the men folk, and their 
survival in these conditions. They were not culprits for what has happened to them, and rather 
they have to bear pain, sufferings and sorrows, and move on with the painful experience and 
memory. They are ‘ruined’ and living in torment with an unforgettable past, painful present and 
uncertain future. But still they have a ray of hope for better days. The play sheds light on what 
has been ignored by the society and also by the government too. From the time of immemorial 
till modern era women have been victimized by war, conflicts and fights between two parties. 
Their bodies have been used as weapons to destroy the ideology and norms of a society and even 
a country. Nottage has also expressed the pain, sufferings, helplessness and sorrows of the 
women, who are the victims of a materialistic war. Nottage exposes in an interview the 
conditions of the war victim women. Nottage says: 

“I was surprised by the number of women who readily wanted to share their 

stories. One by one, through tears and in voices just above a whisper, they 

recounted raw revealing stories of sexual abuse and torture at the hands of both 

rebel soldiers and government militias. The word rape was a painful refrain, 

repeated so often it made me physically sick. By the end of interviews I realized 

that a war was being fought over the bodies of women. Rape was being used as 

punish and destroy communities. In listening to their narratives I came to terms 

with the extent to which their bodies had become battlefields.”(1) 

The play represents the real picture of the women who have been brutally raped, mentally and 
physically tortured by the soldiers, militias and even by their own families. They are helpless 
leading lives in torment. They are forced to live with unforgettable past, painful present and 
uncertain future with not even a single ray of hope on the horizon. 
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