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Believing in yourself always leads one to success. When one believes on what he thinks about himself, certainly his 

life begins to switch its roots to his thought process. When people describe anything as life-affirming they mean that 

there is still a positive hope to celebrate the life rather than the destruction of life. Affirmations always strengthens 

one’s positivity and ultimately empowers him with a sense of awakening that he is blessed with endless talents 

which he is going to use them by now. Lynn Nottage, who is famous for her contribution to the lives of African 

women, through her works, particularly Ruined which won the Pulitzer-Prize for drama in 2009. In Ruined Lynn 

Nottage writes the stories of uncommon human disasters with terror and still provides the affirmations of life. This 

paper examines the contribution of Lynn Nottage to the Congolese women to rise them once again and make them 

believe with the sense of deep assurance that they are endowed with endless talents which they will utilize to control 

their destinies.  

Pulitzer-prize winner for Drama, Lynn Nottage, is an American playwright, Associate Professor of theatre at 

Columbia University and a Lecturer in playwriting at Yale University. Her plays have been enormously produced in 

USA and throughout the world. She is widely known for her empathetic approach to the women of African descent. 

She wrote several plays which include Crumbs from the Table of Joy, Poof, Mud, River, Stone and Ruined and many 

more. 

Ruined, which attained the Pulitzer-prize in 2009 was commissioned by Chicago’s Goodman Theater, one of the 

most prominent regional theater companies in the U.S. The play is set against the war torn Democratic Republic of 

Congo and focusses on the sufferings of the victims of civil war. The play Ruined is based on the personal 

experiences of Lynn Nottage. Her  visit to Uganda in 2004 and her interviews conducted in refugee camps gave 

birth to the play Ruined, which she planned to re-write the theatre of Bertolt Brecht’s Mother Courage and Her 

Children, set against the thirty years war in 17
th

 century Europe, but the circumstances prevailing in Congo and 

neighboring Uganda were much fierce and highly daunting where the maximum women became prey of rape, 

murder and sex slaves thus she resulted to pen down her own kind which would incorporate the heart-wrenching 

narratives of the women she has ever met in refugee camps. 

The entire action of the play takes place in a bar run by Mama Nadi, a shrewd woman and a lion of her bar. The bar 

provides food, drink and warm beds to the guests. More than ten women are working in this bar, who have chosen 

their job as prostitutes as it seems to have their only way to survive. Certainly the concern of the play Ruined is 

noble one as Lynn Nottage wants to render the new hope to the women of Africa to survive. There is always a 

reason to survive whatever the circumstances may be. The play is full of human sufferings and disasters, but still 

gives an affirmation of life.  

Whenever we describe anything as life-affirming, we mean that it makes us feel optimistic about life. No doubt, the 

play is the story of women who have been expelled from the society as well as from their families but still it gives a 

new ray of survive in any particular circumstance and enables them to make something fruitful out of nothing. 

The play focusses on Mama Nadi, the protagonist of the play, Sophie, Salima and Christian the travelling salesman. 

The situation outside the bar is extremely tense but bar is the only place where people can accumulate to have 

human conversation. The brothel of Mama Nadi is full of life as it produces music, dance and drink to both the 

soldiers and rebels.  

The affirmation of life which is the concern of the play, is a philosophical concept, much related to the concept of 

nihilism by Friedrich Nietzsche. Friedrich Nietzsche while explaining the concept of nihilism means to say that man 

should always be a “yes sayer” to both the good and bad things to make them feel good. From both the existential 

and psychological point of view the play certainly reflects the life and a new hope to live. 

According to the existentialism of Jean-Paul Sartre, Man is born into a kind of void (le neant), a mud. He has the 

liberty to remain into this mud and thus lead the passive existence. However he may come out of this passive 

situation and become increasingly aware of himself. The energy deriving from this awareness would enable him to 
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drag himself out of the mud and begin to exist. By exercising his power of choice he can give meaning to existence 

and the universe (Penguin Dictionary of Literary Terms and Literary Theory 295) 

The characters in the play, especially Mama Nadi, Salima and Sophie does the same as it reflects in the theory of 

existentialism by Jean-Paul Sartre. In the beginning of the play, Mama Nadi is described as an attractive young 

woman of early forties who seems to be very shrewd and an exploiter of women. She runs the brothel where she 

does human trafficking and Christian, the travelling salesman always keeps his pace consistent in order to impress 

Mama Nadi but Mama Nadi is always busy in her own. She always ignores the love of Christian but never reveals 

her truth. Sophie the niece of Christian and Salima both are ruined but they exercise their power of choice to make 

something out of nothing. They have been expelled from their societies because of the tradition of Africa, the ruined 

women are no more accepted by the society as well as the family. 

The job of prostitution which they choose is questionable but the fact is that Congo is considered as the rape capital 

of the world. According to the UN reports, in every hour 24 women are being raped in Congo, and from this point of 

view hadn’t they come to brothel and choose their way of survive as prostitution, they would have been raped 

outside the bar and got nothing out of it. In the play itself it is never said that they are gaining any kind of pleasure 

from the bed but focus on their survival. 

Sophie, another ruined girl continues her habit of reading and singing. Being a ruined one she never gives-up, she 

always compromises with herself and seeks hope to survive. She reflects a positive attitude towards life and 

celebrates it rather than a pessimistic approach to life. She believes that she is endowed with endless talents which 

utilizes to sustain her life. She sings and sings nice as she hope to make it a way out to possess something for her 

better future. Working in bar for the women characters in the play acts as preparation to exercise their power of 

choice which would enable them to drag themselves out of the mud and render a new meaning to their lives as well 

as the universe. 

Death of Salima is questionable from this point but the fact is that Salima is pregnant and she has already an 

experience during her abduction and murder of her baby. Death of Salima reflects the naturalism of Lynn Nottage’s 

play. Initially, Salima pines-for her family and husband but when Fortune, her husband comes for her she refuses 

because she is aware  that she would not be accepted and what if she bears a baby girl, she would also be kept as a 

sex slave. Salima dies after complete transformation. She passes the message on behalf of all ruined women of 

Africa that you’ll not fight your battles on my body anymore (Nottage 65). 

At the end of the play, we come to know that Mama Nadi is also a ruined one and she is not an exploiter of women 

but a feeder of women who gives them safety and enables them to build their identity on their own. She settles down 

the life of everyone and embraces the love of Christian. Mama Nadi, who acts as a lion in her brothel, makes her 

rules to follow and always disconnected from the emotions. She always looks for the way for better survival and 

never demands any involvement in her self-making rules. She also exercises her power of choice by abandoning her 

past place in mud and dragging herself out from it by embracing the love of Christian and to have a better life ahead. 

According to the psychological point of view, all the women characters in the play reflect the positive attitude 

towards life and survival. The most influential thought of psychology is mourning over the lost object. Reading 

Hellen Cixous while translating the Freudian concept of mourning argues that the mourning incorporates in lost 

object allows it to be recovered in the symbolic language so that one can be able to refuse that something has been 

lost in the object. 

Man cannot live without resigning himself to loss. He has to mourn. It’s his way of withstanding castration. He goes 

through castration, but is and by sublimation incorporates the lost object. Mourning resigning oneself to loss, means 

not losing. When you’ve lost something and loss is dangerous one, you refuse to admit that something of yourself 

might be lost in the lost object. So you mourn, you make haste to recover the investment made in the lost object 

(Cixous 288). 

From this particular point of view, one can argue that to mourn is to live, and to suppress is to feed. Salima, the most 

intriguing and enormously ruined woman continues to mourn over her loss. By comparing Salima with Seathe, from 

the Beloved by Toni Morrison, kills her baby to save her from further enslavement and gets exorcised. 124 is 

spiteful, full of baby’s venom (Morrison 1). The baby haunts Sethe throughout the novel and makes her life hellish. It 

is at the end only when Sethe completely mourns over her past and transforms herself into a normal born woman to 

lead a better life. Salima, on the other side, has lost her baby and was kept as sex slave for months. Salima 

completely mourns over her past while transforming herself but here is the demise of the character which indirectly 

reflects the all freedom of Salima. She consistently takes the name of her baby, Beatrice and does the gestures the 

baby used to do while eating. She cries and continuously whimpers very hard while narrating to Sophie about her 

abduction and the departure of her baby. 

SALIMA. One of the soldiers held me down with his foot. He was so heavy, thick like an ox and his boot was 

cracked and weathered like it had been left out in the rain for weeks. His boot was pressing my chest and the cracks 
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in the leather had the look of drying sorghum. His foot was so heavy and it was all I could see, as the others … 

“took” me. My baby was crying. She was a good baby. She never cried, but she was crying, screaming. “Shhh,” I 

said. “Shhh.” And right then (Salima closes her eyes.) A soldier stomped on her head with his boot. And she was 

quiet. (A moment. Salima releases.) Where was everybody? WHERE WAS EVERYBODY? (Nottage 48). 

Once Salima is done with her mourning over her loss she totally denies to meet her husband. Her coward act of 

committing suicide is actually an act of giving life; in Beloved, Sethe attempts to kill her baby intentionally to save 

her from slavery, while in Ruined, the baby is yet to appear and for the sake of the baby Salima commits suicide to 

save the future coming baby from further enslavement. 

While comparing Mama Nadi with Sanichari, the protagonist of Rudali, by Mahasheweta Devi, Sanichari also loses 

everything in her life but she never cries because of the ritualized religion and feudal lords. She never gets time to 

mourn as she is always occupied in her business. Her one day of mourning would certainly cost her to be cut out 

from one day meal but will also make her relieve from the wounds she has suppressed. When she transforms herself 

into a professional mourner, she mourns and gets double benefit like she is doubly marginalized. Firstly, she is a 

woman and secondly, she is from the lower class. The double wages she receives from the job of Rudali is the 

relaxation from her past wounds and secondly the money out of mourning. Likewise, Mama Nadi who reveals at the 

end of the play that she is also a ruined one, never mourns because she also never gets time to mourn over her loss as 

she is always engrossed in finding the way to survive. It is at the end of the play only when she finds out that 

everything is settled down and she embraces the love of Christian with full of emotions and tear-filled eyes she says 

to Christian, “Where are you going”?! (Mama watches suddenly panicked.) “Hey! You heard me. Don’t be a baby”. 

(Christian stops beforeexiting.) (Nottage 69). 

MAMA. (With surprising vulnerability.) I’m ruined. (Louder.) I’m ruined. (He absorbs her words.) 

CHRISTIAN. God, I don’t know what those men did to you, but I’m sorry for it. I may be an idiot for saying so, but 

I think we, and I speak as a man, can do better. (He goes to comfort her, she pulls away until he’s forced to hold her 

in a tight embrace.) (Nottage 69). 

Literature always tells what is untold and abruptly touches the human heart to feel the eternal bliss and happiness. 

Lynn Nottage herself says in one of her interviews, that my play is not about victims, but survivors. From both 

philosophical and psychological the play Ruined, by Lynn Nottage, renders life to its characters as well as to the 

women of Democratic Republic of Congo. Although the play is full of miseries and human sufferings of victims of 

civil war, engrossing and uncommon human stories told with humor and at the same time revealing the enormous 

loss and hopelessness, but still finding hope and affirmation of life. There is always a new sunrise which certainly 

brings new day, new hope and new way to live-up and sustain. 
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