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10 reasons why the play ‘Ruined’ perpetuates racist stereotypes about Congo and Africa 
and fails at accurately portraying the lives of Congolese women in war zones 
 
 

In 2011, one of my girlfriends invited me to see the Toronto premiere of Lynn Nottage’s 
award-winning play ‘Ruined’. She was excited about it: the cast looked great, a lot of promotion 
had been made around the play, and, because I was of Congolese origin and the play was set up 
in the Congo, she thought that I would be excited about it too. Well, not exactly… Even though 
the previous year, I had absolutely loved and raved about the Toronto premiere of ‘Intimate 
Apparel’ by the same playwright, I had some reservations about Lynn Nottage’s new work. Congo 
had a long history of being portrayed as an evil and uncivilized place in the Western media and 
literature (Joseph Conrad’s ‘Heart of Darkness’, Hergé’s ‘Tintin in the Congo’, Sir Henri Morton 
Stanley’s ‘Through the Dark Continent’ just to name a few), so my expectations were quite low... 
And to me, the title ‘Ruined’ in itself was already problematic… However, I decided to give the 
play a fair chance and accepted my friend’s invitation.  
 
In the back of my head, I was secretly hoping that the fact that this play had been written by a 
Black woman would somehow prevent the plot and the scenes from being too condescending or 
too stereotypical. But, much too my chagrin, a couples of minutes after the beginning of the play, I 
realized that my initial apprehensions were alas justified. Condescending and stereotypical it was. 
All the clichés about evil dark Africa and blood-thirsty Congolese were in full effect.  After the first 
couple of scenes, I already wanted to leave the theater but I managed to remain seated in my 
chair… By the time we reached intermission, I was feeling physically sick and emotionally 
drained. Still, I forced myself to stay seated until the end of the play so that my final review could 
be based on the entire piece and not on the first act only. Needless to say, I did not have a 
pleasant evening.  
 
At the end of the play, when the whole audience burst into applause and was busy congratulating 
the actors, I left the theater in a hurry and explained to my girlfriend that I couldn’t stay for the 
premiere’s cocktail because I was sick. I still could not believe what I had just seen on stage… To 
my ears, it sounded so not African, so not Congolese, quite insulting for my country and at times 
racist and ignorant. From what I had read in promotional articles released in the press, Lynn 
Nottage had wanted to write this play to ‘pay tribute to Congolese women’s tenacious spirits’; 
however, in my eyes, her play was just another slap in the face of the Congolese people and of 
Congolese women in particular. I could feel the blood of my ancestors boiling in my veins with 
outrage. Not that the actors were not good or that the direction was not good… They were 
excellent, and did the best they could with the material that they had been given… My problem 
was with the writing in itself. Again, I felt that under the pretext of ‘raising awareness’ about the 
situation in Eastern Congo, the play was another one of those ‘Let’s perpetuate stereotypes about 
überpoor Africa and crazy Africans always willing to kill each other for no good reason’.  
 
It saddened me even more that the author was a Black woman. A Black woman whose previous 
work I loved. So I started doubting my own judgement. Maybe I was overreacting? Maybe I was 
not objective enough? I was always so emotional around topics dealing with the Congo… So I 
censored my own review, buried my emotions and didn’t say anything about that play. I took that 
big blow in, digested it, and remained silent. It was, after all, an award-winning play, a play that 
had won a Pullitzer Prize, everybody was raving about it, Oprah herself was about to turn it into a 
feature film, so how would I dare criticizing it? For weeks, I thought I was the only-person-in-the-
world-who-saw-Ruined-and-hated-it. What made my feelings worse was that every day, I would 
receive messages, emails, texts from friends asking me if I had seen ‘that play about the Congo’ 
yet because it was ‘amazing’, ‘moving’, and a ‘must-see’. I even had some Congolese friends 
who went to see it and loved it.  
 
The fact that no Congolese that I knew of was speaking out against ‘Ruined’ or pointing out what 



Article written by Sabrina Moella 
All rights reserved, © 2014 

2 
 

was, in my mind, very problematic about it made me even more shy to share my reviews. In my 
mind I was thinking ‘Can’t they tell? Can’t they see why it’s so problematic?’, but I didn’t express 
anything out loud. Then, one day, hallelujah, I had an enlightening discussion with my awesome 
girlfriend and playwright Dian Marie Bridge (who was the friend who initially invited me to see the 
play by the way) and, even though she, like many people, had loved the play, she greatly 
encouraged me to write my own review about it, or to write whatever piece I thought would fit to 
express my mixed feelings. At that time, I was still not feeling comfortable enough to share my 
point of view and I felt that I couldn’t ‘diss’ the work of award-winning playwright Lynn Nottage; 
but the idea started slowly but surely taking form in my mind and, a couple of weeks later, when 
another girlfriend (writer and performer Keisha Monique) invited me to join the collective ‘I Get 
Out’ and to perform a piece of poetry during an event aimed at letting Black women ‘getting out of 
their own boxes’, I decided to write and perform a poem based on my dislike of the play, called 
‘We are not ruined’.  
 
Much to my surprise, the audience loved it. There I was, thinking that I would be viewed as the-
angry-sister-who-doesn’t-get-the-moving-beauty-of-Lynn-Nottage’s-masterpiece-Ruined and that 
the backlash would be horrible, while in reality the audience was curious about what I had to say 
and quite enthusiastic to hear my point of view. Then I posted that same poem online. Again, I 
received comments, messages, encouraging words from random readers and from some 
Congolese people and organizations who wanted to let me know that they liked what I had to say. 
I received kind messages and requests to perform my poem again. This felt good. I’m grateful to 
all my friends for encouraging me to write about my feelings and to share my point of view. Those 
comments also made me realize that, when given context, readers from Canada, the US and 
Europe understand that Congolese people are not just the evil blood-thirsty savage one-
dimensional individuals that they often get to be depicted as. There are many sides to a story but, 
as the proverb says, ‘until the lion tells his own story, tales of the hunt will always glorify the 
hunter.’  
 
Now, because I’m a writer of Congolese descent, people keep asking me all the time my opinion 
about books, documentaries, plays etc. that deal with the Congo. If you read my blog, articles, 
poems and other writings, it’s not a secret that most of the time, I find the narratives of these 
books, documentaries, plays etc.  to be very problematic. For me, they almost always convey the 
same old clichés that were popularized by books such as ‘Heart of Darkness’ or ‘Through the 
Dark Continent’ at the beginning of the 20

th
 century. Sadly, Congo’s image in Western media 

hasn’t changed much since those times… The more those media expose poverty, illnesses and 
illiteracy, the better. It’s not that I don’t want to talk about the many problems faced by my country 
of origin, but it’s the way that most media outlets approach the issues that I find very problematic. 
I’m all about raising awareness if it’s done in a way that doesn’t disempower people, dehumanize 
and exclude them, represent them as ‘others’, or reduce them to some sad cliché for the evening 
news. Most of the time, in those narratives conceived by Western writers, there is no historical, 
cultural, political, or economic context given, and whatever positive sides exist in the Congo or in 
Africa in general, are of course never shown to the audience. But now, rather than keeping 
ranting in private about it, I’ve decided to tackle this problem with my own keyboard, and to share 
my personal views about the way that I feel that Africans (and Congolese people in particular) are 
portrayed in the media.  
 
This piece about ‘Ruined’ is the first of a long series where I will explain and break down the most 
common clichés that I see in the media and in Western literature about the Congo. Views are my 
own. Please feel free to share, like, unlike, comment etc. (as long as it’s done in a constructive 
and respectful manner) So here you go, here are the10 main reasons why ‘Ruined’ is a play that 
perpetuates racist stereotypes about the  Congo and Africa and fails at accurately portraying the 
lives of Congolese women in war zones… 
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1. In ‘Ruined’, Congo is a dirty country full of dirty Congolese people hanging out in dirty 
clothes  
 

If you know nothing about the Congo (and why would you? Let’s assume that you 
don’t…), the play ‘Ruined’ could lead you to believe that Congo is a dirty country full of dirty 
Congolese people constantly hanging out in dirty clothes. In the printed version of the play, Kate 
Whoriskey, (who was ‘Ruined’s original director and worked alongside Lynn Nottage from its 
inception), mentions that, when she and Lynn traveled to Central Africa, ‘what was so rich about 
(that) trip is that (they) witnessed great beauty, strength and artistry.’ But sadly, in ‘Ruined’, 
Congo is described only as dirty and smelly, period. All the characters keep reminding the 
audience on a regular basis that the country they live in is far from being clean and that its 
inhabitants are not clean either… The word ‘dirty’ is used over a dozen times during the play. To 
describe a Congolese mine, the character of Mama Nadi says for instance: ‘Me, I thank God for 
deep dirty holes like yaka-yaka’. Kisangani, the third largest city in the Congo, is described as ‘a 
filthy city full of bureaucrats and thieves’; Congolese’s fertile soil is reduced to ‘this red dirt’ and 
the character of Mr Harari refers to the Congo as a ’fucking country’… 
 

Congolese people are not spared either... When Josephine forbids Salima to touch her 
magazine, she tells her: ‘I should charge you for all the times your dirty fingers fuss with it’. Mama 
yells to her wannabe lover Christian: ‘turn your dirty fingers away from me’. The Congolese 
soldiers are several times described as ‘filthy’ and wearing ‘muddy uniforms’. Thus, when Fortune 
and Simon (Salima’s husband) arrive at the bar, we are told that they are wearing ‘dirty ill-fitting 
uniforms’. When Christian talks about Congolese’s poachers, they are those ‘dirty poachers’. It’s 
interesting to note that by contrast, when Europe and North America are evocated, it’s always 
under a positive light. When mama pours whiskey to the commander, it’s ‘our very best whiskey 
from the US of A’; when Christian brings good chocolate to Mama, he explains that ‘that’s what 
the good life in Berlin tastes like’ and when he talks about possibly moving to France, he says ‘I 
even have friends in Paris, the city of love.’ 
 
The whole description of Congo in the play reminded me of the ironic piece of advice that Kenyan 
author and satirist Binyavanga Waina gave to writers in his famous satirical article ‘How to write 
about Africa’: ‘Remember, any work you submit in which people look filthy and miserable will be 
referred to as the ‘real Africa’, and you want that on your dust jacket. Do not feel queasy about 
this: you are trying to help them to get aid from the West.’  
 
 
 
2. In ‘Ruined’, Congolese men are violent, stupid, always aroused, chronic alcoholics and 
pathologic thieves  
 

In a 2010 interview with online magazine Fictionthatmatters, playwright Lynn Nottage had 
indicated that her goal was in no way to ‘demonize Congolese men’ with her play. However, when 
taking a closer look at the way Congolese men are described in ‘Ruined’, one can only notice that 
the play makes them look like dangerous sociopaths. If one is not familiar with the Congolese 
male population, the play could lead him/her to believe that all Congolese men have an IQ close 
to zero and an incurable addiction to sex and alcohol…  
 

In ‘Ruined’, Congolese men are stupid… The characters let the audience know many 
times during the play that Congolese men seem to have very limited brain functions. Mama 
indicates that the men that visit her bar are ‘foolish’; and when describing the soldier who gave 
her her diamond stone, she says ‘stupid man give it to me’. Colonel Osembenga informs us that 
rebel soldiers are all ‘imbeciles’; Christian describes the miners as ‘stupid bastards’ and Mr Harari 
refers to the soldiers as ‘those idiots’. And when those soldiers are finally given the opportunity to 
talk, they make obvious grammar mistakes like ‘we strong warriors, we taste victory, we will kill’ or 
‘you buy me cigarettes? Buy me cigarette!’ Another example of Congolese men’s alleged 
stupidity: when Mr Harari talks about his driver, he says ‘my driver, fucking idiot, took off last 
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night’. The female characters also comment on Congolese men’s stupidity during the whole play. 
When Salima talks about her husband for example, he is this ‘stupid man’; when Josephine talks 
about one of the bar’s clients, she says that he is ‘another stupid miner looking to get his cock 
wet’. Only one man, the main male character, Christian, seems not to be affected by this general 
lack of intellect. He has been nicknamed ‘Professor’ by Mama Nadi and writes and declaims 
poems for her. However, don’t rejoice yet… Christian is an on-and-off alcoholic which leads us 
to… 
 

In ‘Ruined’, Congolese men are alcoholic and always sexually aroused… Christian 
is described as ‘drunk and haggard’ after being back on the bottle. He’s also described as a 
‘drunk and disheveled’ man who ‘struggles to remain erect’. When he is served some whiskey, he 
‘gulps it down’ and at other times ‘knocks back the liquor’. The soldiers are almost always 
described as ‘drunk’ or ’drunk and dishelved’. Sometimes, they’re even drunk and stupid… At 
some point, Simon says to Fortune (Salima’s husband): ’C’mon, Fortune, let’s get stupid drunk’. 
When Mr Harari talks about a rebel leader, he says that ‘You can’t reason with him because he’s 
only thinking as far as his next drink.’ When Simon remembers a story, of course it’s about an old 
alcoholic man: ‘Remember, the old fool got drunk on bitterness and lost heself’. And when they’re 
not drunk and stupid, the soldiers are drunk and aroused… In one scene, ‘the drunk government 
soldier, half-dressed, playfully chases Josephine from the back’; or in another scene, a soldier 
‘drunkenly makes his way towards her.’ Actually, even children can’t seem to stay away from the 
bottle in the play. In another scene, Mr Harari informs Mama that ‘some drunk child doing his best 
impersonation of a rebel soldier liberated (his) shoes’, which leads us to… 
 

In ‘Ruined’, Congolese men are all thieves... From children to grown ass men, all 
Congolese men seem to be some kind of thieves or looters. Towards the end of the play, some 
soldiers steal Mama’s money: ‘They find mama’s lockbox, break it open and take her money.’ In 
another scene, we are told that ‘one man stuffes the coltan into his mouth to keep the soldier from 
stealing his hard work.’ Let’s be clear: there is no doubt in my mind that robberies and lootings 
are happening at a big scale in the Congo. However, given the context of this play where good 
Congolese men seem as hard to find as a needle in a haystock, it’s a little sad to see that there 
are no counterpoints to balance those evil Congolese men. The only positive male figures that 
can be found in ‘Ruined’ are actually not Africans... (see point 6, In Ruined, White men and non-
Black men are the saviors of Africa and Western countries are the best things since slice bread) 
 

In ‘Ruined’, Congolese men are violent… Yes, the play is set in a war zone. And yes, 
violent crimes are happening on a regular basis in the cities mentioned. However, in the play, 
there seems to be no nuance, no good men, nobody left to fight for social justice or to resist the 
soldiers’ violent aggressions. Congolese men (from young boys to adults) are depicted as blood-
thirsty individuals, borderline sadistic, sometimes more closer to animals than human beings. For 
instance, the rebel leader Jerome Kisembe is described as a ‘dangerous man’ who has ‘scary 
unpredictable energy’, which makes everybody afraid of him when he’s at Mama Nadi’s bar. His 
rival Commander Osembenga is not much better. We learn through Christian that he’s a ‘crazy 
bastard’ and, a couple of scenes later that he ‘takes sadistic delight in this notion.’ The soldiers 
are constantly aggressive and violent too. In a scene, a soldier ‘menacingly stares down 
Christian’; in another one, another soldier ‘slams the bottle on the counter’; in another one, a 
soldier is ‘growing increasingly belligerant’. Sometimes I joke with my family that in American or 
European films, when they talk about World War I or World War II, the European and American 
officers always seem to have some kind of strategy, some kind of well-thought plan; they are war 
thinkers, they draw maps, they speak in codes, they look like Brad Pitt in ‘Inglorious Bastards’, 
but in film wars set in Africa, forget handsomeness and strategy… everybody seems stupid and 
ready to kill for no good reason. Plus, we barely know who those men are. Very little is said about 
their background. Don’t they have families, personal stories, mixed feelings, something that could 
help us understand their psyche a little better? Even with the characters of Fortune and Simon, 
whose lives we see a little bit of more in the play, we are left with one-dimensional broken men 
who don’t seem to have much more going on in their lives beside being stupid, drinking, insulting 
their wives and killing one another. (more on that in part 4: In ‘Ruined’, Congolese people keep 
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abusing, deceiving and assaulting one another other. Plus, they just can’t help but talking trash 
about one another.)   
 
For more on the topic of Western writers and their bias regarding the topic of violence in the 
Congo, Marsha Henry’s ‘Ten reasons not to write your masters dissertation on sexual violence in 
war’ is a good read. Here is an interesting quote from her article: ‘The subject of sexual violence 
in war is multiplex, precisely because attached to the many narratives and discourses are ideas 
and metaphors of Africa as a place of barbarity, exceptionalism, alterity: the ‘Heart of Darkness’ 
(…). Along with this, African men feature as pathologically violent and therefore prone to 
participate in sexual violence as a war weapon. The Black Man as Rapist Myth has a long history 
in colonial and popular accounts, and haunts these dissertations.’ 

 
Last but not least, in ‘Ruined’, the children are pretty violent too. (The child soldier is  

Western media and literature’s new favorite figure along with the blood-thirsty African soldier, the 
African female temptress and the old scary African sorcerer) In a scene, Christian explains that ‘a 
boy nearly took out (his) liver with a bayonet’; in another scene, he says that he ‘saw a boy take a 
machete to a man, sever his neck, a clean blom, and lift the head in the air like a trophy.’ To put it 
in a nutshell, from 7 to 77 years old, Congolese men are all in ‘bestial instinct’ mode; it seems like 
they have lost their last bits of humanity. They are actually compared to animals a few times in 
the play. Salima calls the rebels ‘dogs’ a couple of times and Mama Nadi compares the leaders to 
‘gorillas’. Again, comparing Africans to animal to dehumanize them is a technique inherited from 
the times of slavery and colonization. Don’t get me wrong: there are atrocities and war crimes in 
the DRC that need to be denounced. The use of children soldiers in war zones needs to be 
denounced. But my point is that writers don’t need to use tired stereotypes to do so… In Amadou 
Kourouma’s classic ‘Allah n’est pas obligé’ (‘Allah is not obliged’), the narrator criticizes the war 
and the use of child soldiers during war while using 3-dimensional characters, political and 
historical context, and a play with language and orality that come straight from the tradition of 
great African storytelling. The same thing happens when Chimamanda Ngozie Adichie writes 
about the Biafran war in ‘Half of a Yellow Sun’ or when Elizabeth Mweya Tol’Ande describes a 
night of violence in the Congo in her poem ‘Ce soir’ (‘Tonight’): the poetry, and the beauty that 
those women use in their words and work are far from the tired clichés that European or North 
American writers try to impose on Africa with their writings…And speaking about women, this 
leads us to… 
 
 
3. In ‘Ruined’ Congolese women are prostitutes, witches, thieves and flirtatious jezebels 
who keep putting each other down 
 

In ‘Ruined’ printed version’s introduction, director Kate Whoriskey explains that playwright 
Lynn Nottage ‘was interested in portraying the lives of Central Africans as accurately as she 
could’. Lynn herself acknowledges that her play is ‘a tribute to Congolese women’s tenacious 
spirits’ and she thanks the ‘incredible Congolese women who bravely shared their stories’ with 
her. In this introduction, Kate Whoriskey also states: ‘We met women who had formed a group 
called Isis, dedicated to documenting the violence against women and administering medical and 
psychological care to the communities that had been traumatized by armed conflicts. We met the 
phenomenal spirit of Doctor Mukwege, who dedicates his life to repairing the physical injuries of 
women. We met people who ran orphanages for children whose parents were lost to the war and 
AIDS. They took care of hundreds of orphans with respect and discipline. We also heard 
incredible music, saw stand-up comedians perform, bought and enjoyed hand-crafted masks, 
baskets, jewelry and textiles, drank Waragi, the local liquor, went on safari, took a white-water 
rafting trip down the Nile and hiked for hours to see the gorillas on the border of the Congo.’ 
Again, sadly, all those great landscapes, that great beauty, that great spirit of resistance that both 
Kate and Lynn said to have encountered during their trip seem to have disappeared or to have 
been lost in translation when it came to write and direct the actual play. In ‘Ruined’, Congolese 
women are neither brave nor resilient. They are illiterate witches, thieves, abusers and flirtatious 
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jezebels who keep putting each other down… If we take a closer look at their actions and 
interactions in the play, it is clear that… 
 
 

In ‘Ruined’, Congolese women are stupid… When Mama looks for Josephine, she 
asks: ‘Where is that stupid woman?’ When she talks to Sophie and Salima, Mama also says: 
‘both of you are so stupid.’ When she talks about the diamond stone that she got from a soldier 
who was supposed to keep it for his wife, Mama says ‘I keep it for that stupid woman’; and she 
adds that the soldier ‘promised his simple wife a Chinese moto scooter.’ Why that ‘simple’ wife is 
viewed as stupid is not clear… Maybe because in a very Western and biased way of seeing and 
viewing things, people, and especially women, who can’t read or write are labeled ‘stupid’. 
Intelligence is based and evaluated on one’s level of literacy. (Read ‘Western literacy’ only. If 
Africans don’t learn their colonizer’s norms and codes, they are deemed ‘stupid’. And of course, 
oral and ancient African traditions and teachings don’t count or are deemed inferior) In one 
scene, Sophie explains for instance that ‘Mama may be many things, but she doesn’t count so 
good’. In another scene, to mock Salima, Josephine asks her ‘Can you even read?’ But the same 
Josephine is ridiculed by Mama when Mama asks her in another scene ‘You have a problem with 
that? You count good?’ And then Mama herself is mocked and ridiculed by Christian when he 
asks her: ‘What? When’d you learn to spell so good?’ 
 

Another thing that stroke me when watching and then re-reading the play, is that in 
‘Ruined’, Congolese women keep being mean to one another… Oh yes, by the end of the 
play, Mama decides to help the character of Sophie but we’ll get to that later (see point 8 In 
‘Ruined’, ‘luminous’ pretty girls are smart, educated, and deserve to be saved while ‘village’ girls 
are stupid, uneducated and are only worth a life of prostitution and abuse) For most of the play, 
Congolese women can’t help but putting one another down. There is no trace of solidarity, 
respect, or sisterhood among them. They’re just mean, period. Josephine doesn’t hesitate to tell 
Sophie: ‘so many men have had you that you’re worthless’; and in other scenes she tells to 
Salima ‘you’re getting fat’ and ‘can you even read?’ When the two new girls Sophie and Salima 
arrive at the bar, we’re told that Josephine ‘surveys the new women with obvious contempt’. 
Salima tells Josephine that she’s a ‘bitch’ and adds: ‘shut your mouth’. Mama keeps verbally 
abusing the girls. In a scene, she tells Josephine: ‘Why are you standing there like a fool?’ Plus, 
the characters don’t hesitate to threaten one another. When Josephine makes fun of her family, 
Salima tells her: ‘Mention them again and I swear to God I’ll beat your ass’.  Mama herself 
encourages Sophie to physically abuse Josephine when she sees that Josephine is hard on 
Sophie: ‘Give Josephine a good smack in the mouth and she won’t bother you no more.’ But, 
when Mama realizes that Sophie is stealing from her, she threatens her as well:  ‘I will put you on 
your ass. I will let you walk naked down the road’. Which leads us to… 
 

In ‘Ruined’, Congolese women are all thieves… Just like their male counterparts, 
Congolese women can’t help but steal from one another… Sophie and Salima steal Josephine’s 
nail polish, and Sophie steals money from the benefits that Mama is making with her bar. When 
Sophie steals Mama‘s money, the text reads: ‘Sophie picks it up and quickly slips it under her 
shirt. She doesn’t realize Mama is watching her’. But all is good at the end since Mama 
congratulates the girl about her actions: ‘Congratulations! You’re the first girl bold enough to steal 
from me’. So in ‘Ruined’, stealing is an act that is valued by Congolese women and proves one’s 
braveness… Mama herself seems to be a big thief; we learn from Mr Harari that she doesn’t 
hesitate to steal or profit from her clients’ naivety. Referring to the coltan that Mama Nadi has in 
her possession, Mr Harari says ‘You took that poor man’s coltan. He probably doesn’t know what 
he gave away for the taste of that woman.’ (Because all Congolese men are ‘stupid’ as we noted 
in point 2...) One of the soldiers also yells at Mama ‘you’re a fucking thief.’ 
 
 

In ‘Ruined’, Congolese women are described as witches and flirtatious jezebels 
always willing to trade their bodies for money… The action in ‘Ruined’ takes place in a 
brothel, ok. However, in a classic slut-shaming description of the situation, Congolese women 
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appear as though they deserve their sad situation, were looking for it and/or are enjoying their 
sexual abuse. Josephine fits the description of the perfect Jezebel, especially when she dances: 
‘Josephine answers with a dance, which begins playfully, seductively, then slowly becomes 
increasingly frenzied.’ In another scene, Josephine does ‘a few quick suggestive steps’. When 
she laughs, Josephine laughs ‘loudly, flirtatiously’ and, icing on the cake, when Mama talks about 
her to Christian, she says: ‘You always take home a little more than you ask for with Josephine, I 
hope you know how to use a condom.’ Mama herself is described as an ‘attractive woman’, who 
says good evening ‘flirtatiously’ to her clients and sometimes ‘seductively stands in the doorway.’ 
On top of that, Mama has harsh words for Sophie too. When she first questions Christian about 
her, she says: ‘Do you want to fuck her or something?’ And when she explains to Salima what 
people would say to her if she ever went back to her village after her assault, she imagines that 
they would say ‘she let them, those dirty men, touch her. She’s a whore.’ The cycle of abuse 
seems endless since we learn at the end of the play that Mama has also been ‘ruined’, meaning 
sexually assaulted by several soldiers in a way that has destroyed her genitals. Earlier in the play, 
Mama also refers to her own mother as a prostitute and says: ‘My father was whoever put money 
in my mama’s pocket’. Mama’s mother would also bribe her own children so that, as Mama 
explains, they ‘wouldn’t tell my grandfather about all the uncles she visited in the big town.’ 
 
 

Last but not least, in ‘Ruined’ Congolese women are also possessed witches who get 
compared to animals and have a penchant for alcohol.  When Sophie shouts, she has to be 
‘shouting, as if possessed’. In a scene, Fortune tells to a soldier: ‘Don’t let the witch tempt you’. 
He also says about Mama: ‘This woman is the devil! She’s a witch!’; and directly to her ‘you lying 
witch’. When Salima remembers her deceased daughter, she remembers ‘how much she liked 
banana.’ Yes, I’m Congolese and I do love bananas; however, referring to bananas when talking 
about Africans is like referring to watermelons when talking about African-Americans… In the 
context of this play where the representations of Congolese women are already distorted, that 
memory of Salima’s child with the banana seems quite offensive to me. Lastly, in the play, 
Congolese women also seem to have a bad penchant for alcohol. Mama tells to Sophie: ‘don’t 
get too dependent on drinks’. Mama sometimes helps herself with some alcohol as well; in one 
scene, ‘Mama knocks back a shot of watered-down whiskey’. Now, given all of these violent 
tendencies and alcohol abuse, it is no wonder that the characters keep deceiving and abusing 
each other… 
 
 
4. In ‘Ruined’, Congolese people keep abusing, deceiving and assaulting each other. Plus, 
they just can’t help but talking trash about one another 
 

Now that we have met Congolese men and women, as they are portrayed in ‘Ruined’, 
let’s take a closer look at the way they are interacting with one another… Not surprisingly, it’s not 
in a good, polite and respectful manner at all. Since everybody is highly dysfunctional, Congolese 
people keep abusing one another, physically and emotionally. When Christian talks to Mama 
about Josephine, he tells her to ‘watch that one.’ When Mama talks about the Congolese miners, 
she says: ‘Those fucking miners have no respect for nothing’. When Christian talks about 
Congolese men, they are ‘those ignorant country boys who wouldn’t be able to tell left from right.’ 
When the girls talk about the soldiers, they call them ‘jackass’, ‘cowards’ and say: ‘you know all 
these bastards will be thirsty’. When she thinks another girl’s child stole her food (All Congolese 
from 7 to 77 years old are assumed to be thieves, see previous points), Josephine insults him 
and says: ‘it’s Emeline’s nasty child’. 
 

To put it in a nutshell, in ‘Ruined’, Congolese are extremely rude people who never show any 
kindness to one another. They seem to have no solidarity for one another. During the whole play, 
there are no activists, no heroes, no one left to resist oppression. Only ‘cowards’ who watch their 
own people being abused without any reaction and who accept their sorts like a fatality. When 
Josephine talks about her abduction by soldiers, she explains how nobody in her village helped 
her or showed any compassion towards her. ‘Did any of them bring a blanket to cover me, did 
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anyone move to help me?’ ‘Who was kind to me? Huh? Not his second wife’.  Her own step-
mother is actually the one who encouraged the soldiers to take her by saying: ‘Here! She is the 
chief’s daughter’ (because Congolese women are all mean to one another, as we saw in point 3) 
Likewise, when Sophie talks to Salima about the people from her village who have witnessed her 
assault but remained silent, she asks ‘how much goodness did they show you?’ Congolese 
people have no compassion for one another during the play, and on top of that, they also seem 
always prompt to incite one another to commit violent acts. When Fortune is desperate about the 
situation with his wife Salima (who’s hiding at Mama’s bar after having been assaulted and 
brutalized by soldiers), his cousin and friend Simon tells him to ‘kill and get revenge’, he even 
explains to him  that ‘that is the only way to heal your soul’. Fortune is also the one who is going 
to denounce Mama’s double-alliances (she makes business with both camps) to the soldiers at 
the end of the play, which will then lead to the looting of Mama’s bar. 
 
When watching and then re-reading the play, I kept asking to myself: Where is the balance? 
Where are the nuances? Where is the context? There are wonderful Congolese organizations 
doing great grassroots work in the Congo, especially in those cities that are close to war zones. I 
can think about Goma-based Yole Africa or Rudi International for instance, which both are non-
profit organizations that work with Congolese youth and which both focus on knowledge and 
empowerment through arts and technology. To me, it is quite sad to see that the play chose to 
focus on atrocities and despair rather than hope and survival… As Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie 
brilliantly explained in her now famous speech about ‘The dangers of a single story’: ‘There’s a 
tradition of telling African stories in the West. A tradition of Sub-Saharian Africa as a place of 
negatives, of difference, of darkness, of people who in the words of the wonderful poet Rudyard 
Kipling, are half-devil, half-child.' 
One could object that the positive side of the play, the ‘hope’ is embodied through Christian’s love 
for Mama Nadi. However, for me, the romance between those two characters is deeply 
dysfunctional and abusive one, which leads me to point 5… 
 
 
5. In ‘Ruined’, the romance between the two main Congolese characters is a deeply 
dysfunctional and abusive one.  
 

In ‘Ruined’, as I explained earlier, the relationships between Congolese men and women 
are far from being a honeymoon. The play is set up in a brothel. Men are constantly abusing 
women and women resent them for that. The only married couple in the play, Fortune and 
Salima, separates shortly after Salima’s rape.  Upon seeing that her husband can’t deal with such 
a traumatic event, Salima decides to run away and to go hide at Mama’s bar. From that point on, 
Salima and Fortune’s relationship is broken. They are both in need of deep healing, but, even 
though Fortune tries to make amends and decides to come to Mama’s bar to find his wife, she 
doesn’t want to see him any more. She can’t get over the fact that after she tried to go back to 
their house after her rape, Fortune insulted her, or, as she recalls it, ‘He called me a filthy dog 
and said I tempted them’. So their relationship is broken and never recovers from those tragic 
events. (Salima dies later on in the play...) 

 
The only other couple that we can try to rely upon to see some Congolese love is the 

couple formed by Mama Nadi and Christian. They are not really a couple until the end of the play, 
but a huge part of ‘Ruined’ is dedicated to Christian’s courtship to Mama. However, their 
relationship is an abusive and deeply dysfunctional one... For a good part of the play, Mama 
shows Christian no reciprocity, hides her feeling towards him (she’s ashamed because she has 
herself been sexually assaulted and is trying to hide this fact from him and from everyone else), 
and, what’s worse, she keeps abusing him verbally on a regular basis. During the whole play, 
Mama keeps insulting Christian and putting him down. She tells him, among others insults: ‘you 
idiot’, ‘you bastard’, ‘you’re like a hyena, won’t you shut up now’, ‘close your mouth’, ‘you fucking 
drunk’, ‘you are a stupid man’, ‘you are a ridiculous man’. She tells him he is ‘a jackass who 
doesn’t have enough sense to buy a new suit’, and looks down at him because he can’t stay 
away from alcohol for too long. At some point, during a dispute, she tells him: ‘You’ll be back 
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when you need another drink.’ As I explained earlier (see point 2, In ‘Ruined’, Congolese men are 
violent, stupid, always aroused, chronic alcoholics and pathologic thieves), Christian is an on-
and-off alcoholic. However, Mama herself acts as an enabler towards him. When Jerome 
Kisembe offers to buy Christian a drink, Mama wants no trouble for herself or for Christian, so she 
forces him to drink the alcohol. But Christian is not always nice to Mama either. When she gives 
him the list of goods that she needs and that Sophie has written down for her, Christian makes 
fun of her spelling abilities: ‘what? When’d you learn to spell so good?’ (see point 3) When they 
have an argument, he also tells her: ‘You are a mean spirited woman’.  

 
The fact that they finally dance with one another at the end of the play and that they finally seem 
to be willing to be a couple doesn’t look like a happy ending to me. Mama is a pimp, she’s 
verbally abusive and suffers from deep-rooted self-hatred. Christian is an on-and-off alcoholic 
whose only accomplishment at the end of the play is to have bought a new suit. (He also sobers 
up, but we don’t know for how long since he seems to be dealing with his emotions by numbing 
them down with lots of alcohol…)  Mama and Christian’s future together doesn’t look radiant… 
Again, everything is chaos in the Congo, even love is doomed. It fits in the apocalyptic image that 
is always given of Congo in the media. There is no love. The country is deemed to suffer. There 
is no hope or light at the end of the tunnel. Again, this reminds me of the ironic list of ‘taboo 
subjects’ that Kenyan author Binyavanga Wainaina had listed in his satiric article ‘How to write 
about Africa’: ‘Taboo subjects: ordinary domestic scenes, love between Africans (unless a death 
is involved), references to African writers or intellectuals, mention of school-going children who 
are not suffering from yaws or Ebola fever or female genital mutilation.’ 

 
The fact that most relationships between Congolese people are abusive ones is even 

more problematic to me when I see that, by contrast, non-Congolese people, ie white characters 
or Lebanese characters like Mr Harari are described and perceived as decent and good reliable 
people, which leads us to… 
 

 
 
6. In ‘Ruined’, White men and non-Black men are the saviors of Africa and Western 
countries are the best things since slice bread 
 

In part 1 of this essay, I already touched on the subject of the Congo being described as 
a ‘dirty’ country, while Europe (Germany, France, Belgium) and North America are depicted in an 
idyllic way. However, what’s even more disturbing is the fact that, while the Black characters are 
all drunk, dangerous or plain stupid, all the white or non-Black males figures are described in a 
very flattering manner. They are good people, they do positive and helpful things and above all, 
they are willing to ‘save’ Africa from its own demons… They seem to be suffering from what 
Nigerian author Teju Cole describes as ‘The White Savior Complex’: ‘One song we hear too often 
is the one in which Africa serves as a backdrop for white fantasies of conquest and heroism. 
From the colonial project to ‘Out of Africa’ to ‘The Constant Gardener’ and Kony 2012, Africa has 
provided a space onto which white egos can conveniently be projected. It is a liberated space in 
which the usual rules do not apply: a nobody from America or Europe can go to Africa and 
become a godlike savior or, at the very least, have his or her emotional needs satisfied. Many 
have done it under the banner of "making a difference." 
 

Forget colonization, imperialism and years of aggressive foreign policies led by the US 
and the European Union to destabilize Central Africa... In ‘Ruined’, Europeans and Non-Africans 
people are mainly present in Africa to heal, help and save the Africans from themselves. When 
she wants to compliment Sophie, Mama tells her: ‘you speak good, like a white man’, as if it was 
the highest standard she should aimed at. Pastor Robbins (who is white) spends his time helping 
the rebel soldiers and giving them medicine. Christian also says that ‘the rumor is the pastor’s 
been treating wounded rebel soldiers’. But of course, the heroic pastor doesn’t last long and is 
killed by the evil blood-thirsty Africans (‘He was butchered’, Christian explains; ‘they cut him 
beyond recognition.’) Christian then adds: ‘They’ve killed a white man. Do you know what that 
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mean? A missionary. They’re pushing this way. They won’t think twice about killing us.’ The 
superiority and the value of white people’s lives over African lives are deeply felt and understood 
by the characters. 

 
Another non-African male character that is interesting to analyze is the character of Mr 

Harari, the Lebanese diamond trader. He’s one of the few characters who seems to be treating 
Congolese women with respect and empathy. He gives Mama a ‘friendly kiss’, leaves tips for the 
girls, and appears to have some affection for Josephine.’ (He’s a regular client of her, offers her 
dresses, and promises her he would take her to Kisangani, even though he doesn’t really mean 
it.) When referring to Josephine, he even says ‘doesn’t she look beautiful?’ Plus, as opposed to 
the ‘dirty’ and ‘stupid’ Congolese men, Mr Harari ‘sports surprisingly pristine clothing’ and is 
described as an intelligent man. While Congolese men are ‘dogs’ who seem to follow their basic 
instincts only, in a number of scenes, we’re told that Mr Harari ‘weighs the situation’ and reflects 
on different possible outcomes before making a decision. When Christian talks about the fact that 
Congo seems doomed to failure but none of its inhabitants seems able to escape it, he quickly 
adds: ‘Except for men like you, Mr Harari, who have the good sense to come and go, and not give 
a damn’. Plus, Mr Harari is an expert in his field and sometimes even a teacher figure: when 
Mama is wondering how much her diamond stone can be worth, she turns to Mr Harari and asks: 
‘so what do you think?’ Mr Harari is the one who explains to Mama what coltan is and why it’s so 
valuable: ‘well, my darling, in this damnable age of the mobile phone it’s become quite the 
precious ore’ (because apparently, Mama has no clue… See point 3, In ‘Ruined’ Congolese 
women are prostitutes, witches, illiterate thieves and flirtatious jezebels who keep putting each 
other down.) But, even though he tries to treat Mama well, Mr Harari also reminds her that he 
thinks she’s a thief. When Mama pays a very small amount of money to a soldier to buy his 
coltan, Mr Harari comments: ‘if that young man had come to me, I would have given him enough 
money to buy pussy for a month, even yours. So who’s the bigger thief, you or him?’ So when Mr 
Harari buys some coltan, he is considered a business man while when Mama does it, she is a big 
thief… And what about the fact that Mr Harari prides himself on being rich enough to be able to 
buy Mama’s genitals? I am lost for words here… The superiority of the non-Black male (as in 
moral superiority, economic superiority and gender superiority) is clearly established. It’s also 
interesting to point out the fact that Mr Harari is the only character that gets a ‘Mr’ title with his 
name, another sign of his superiority as opposed to the other characters. 

 
Of course, in the play, Mr Harari is not a thief, but rather a smart business man, who is 

good at trading diamonds. He’s even presented as a victim who gets robbed of his shoes many 
times by Congolese people. That’s why he complains:  ‘Every time I come here I have to buy a 
new fucking pair of shoes.’ At the end of the play, he ends up with Mama’s diamond, but certainly 
not because he has stolen it… Mama willingly gives him the stone and asks nothing in exchange 
for it except for Mr Harari to take Sophie to Kisangani with him, so that she can use the money 
made from the stone to pay for her operation. Now, because some violence starts at the bar 
towards the end of the play (rebels soldiers and soldiers from the government start fighting and 
end up looting the bar), Mr Harari ends up leaving the town hastily and thus inherits Mama Nadi’s 
precious stone. Therefore he’s not a thief, he still has a noble heart; it’s only under pressure and 
to save his own life that he leaves the town without Sophie. Mr Harari even tries a couple of times 
to call Mama to let her know out loud that he is leaving the city, but she doesn’t hear him and 
when she finally comes back to the front of the bar with Sophie, Mr Harari is already gone. Thus, 
everything seems to have been set in place to let the audience know that Mr Harari is a good 
man who could have saved Sophie if given a different context. But since Mama’s plan doesn’t 
work out, unfortunately Sophie has to stay in the brothel, which leads us to point 7… 

 
 
 

7. In ‘Ruined’, for Congolese women, prostitution is the only salvation. Being sexually, 
verbally and emotionally abused in a brothel is somehow better than being sexually, 
verbally and emotionally abused in the bush. Say what?  
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The main actions in ‘Ruined’ take place at Mama Nadi’s bar, which is a venue where men 
can pay for both beers and women. Now, what is hard to swallow (no pun intended), is that life in 
this brothel is supposed to be an ‘upgrade’ in the lives of the Congolese women presented in the 
play. In a bizarre and sadistic twist, Congolese women seem to have only two choices in the play: 
being sexually, verbally and emotionally abused by soldiers in the bush or being sexually, verbally 
and emotionally abused by soldiers at Mama’s bar. There is also the option of going to Kisangani 
to get surgery but, as I will explain later in point 8, In ‘Ruined’, ‘luminous’ pretty girls are smart, 
educated, and deserve to be saved while ‘village’ girls are stupid, uneducated and only worth a 
life of prostitution and abuse, this option seems only reserved for privileged and beautiful girls. 
And even then, the emphasis is put on physical healing only.  No mention is made of the 
emotional healing that needs to take place as well; the girls seem doomed to suffer eternally. In 
one scene, Sophie even says: ‘every step I take I feel them in me (…) And it will be that way for 
the rest of my life.’ The play seems to be only willing to highlight the women’s suffering. However, 
even though the play doesn’t touch on those topics, Congolese women do have traditions of 
healing dances, healing songs and prayers to heal emotional trauma. Some of those themes and 
healing techniques are explored in the Canadian documentary ‘A message from African Healers’ 
for instance.  

 
In ‘Ruined’, selling one’s body in exchange of food and a place to live is presented as the 

only valuable/reasonable option for the female characters. Prostitution seems like their only 
salvation and it’s even implied that it’s better and safer for the Congolese girls to prostitute 
themselves with soldiers at Mama’s bar than to be abused by those same soldiers in the bush. 
Mama Nadi explains for instance that: ‘my girls, Emiline, Nazima, Josephine, ask them, they’d 
rather be here, than back out there in their villages where they are taken without regard’; and she 
also says: ‘They’re safer with me than in their own home’. It is also highlighted several times in 
the play that these women choose to prostitute themselves; they make that conscious decision 
because they are not offered or don’t see any other option; thus Christian explains: ‘they know 
and they came willingly’. Christian is actually the one who decides to bring his own niece to 
Mama’s brothel, allegedly to protect her: ‘Here at least, I know she’ll be safe. Fed.’ So obviously, 
the suffering, abuse, pain, shame, and loss of self-esteem that are generated by the act of selling 
one’s body in that context are clearly underestimated. The lives and the bodies of these 
Congolese women have no value, not even in their own eyes…  

 
Now, let’s have a closer look at this ‘safe’ life that the girls are experiencing at Mama 

Nadi’s bar… Mama Nadi is a ‘madam’ who constantly emotionally abuses the girls who work for 
her. The bar is not a safe place at all but rather a venue where the girls experience the same kind 
of sexual violence and trauma against their bodies that they have experienced when they fell 
victims to the Congolese soldiers. Same rapes, different place… When sending her to a client, 
Mama tells for instance to Salima: ‘now you go in there and you make sure that his cock is clean’. 
In another scene, to incite the girls to go back to ‘work’, Mama tells them: ‘I need one of you to go 
make them happy.’ When Salima is disgusted by what she has to do and says ‘I’m not going back 
over there’, Mama is furious and forces her to go back to have sex with the soldier: ‘you selfish 
girl. Now get back to him.’ The girls are only given ‘ragged wood and straw beds’ to sleep on and 
are also at serious risk to catch STDs. At some point in the play, we learn that a former employee 
of Mama – Camille - has already died from AIDS. Christian mentions her in one scene: ‘you 
haven’t had nice music here since that one, that beauty Camille got the AIDS.’  

 
For some mysterious reasons, other organizations (run by NGO or by nuns) that could 

help the girls or provide them with food and a shelter without forcing them to prostitute 
themselves, are quickly dismissed as if the brothel was the only solid option that was left for those 
women. At the beginning of the play, Mama tells Christian with what seems to be a mix of irony 
and contempt in her voice: ‘take her (Sophie) to the sisters in Bunia, let her weave baskets for 
them’, as if weaving baskets was a bad thing... Because he loves and trusts Mama, Christian 
doesn’t choose that option for his niece and feels that she will be safer at Mama’s bar (also 
maybe because he knows that Sophie will not have to prostitute herself and would be given 
preferential treatment anyway). In a scene between the girls, Mama tells Salima: ‘if you leave, 
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where will you go, (…) scringe for food in a stinking refugee camp?’ (yet another reminder that 
Congo is smelly and dirty, as explained in point 1 In ‘Ruined’, Congo is a dirty country full of dirty 
Congolese people hanging out in dirty clothes) Clearly, again, the focus is put on the suffering of 
those women, who are not given any option except a life of prostitution and abuse. Their situation 
seems hopeless, and the cycle of abuse that they are in seems endless. There is no hope at the 
end of this tunnel... The character of Josephine dreams about going to Kisangani with Mr Harari, 
but the Lebanese trader has absolutely no intention of ever taking her with him there, since he 
feels that she is ‘unrefined’ and will not be able to do well in the city. The only character who will 
eventually be given a chance is Sophie, but it’s only because she has a light complexion and has 
received a Western education, which leads us to… 
 
 
8. In ‘Ruined’, ‘luminous’ pretty girls are smart, educated, and deserve to be saved while 
‘village’ girls are stupid, uneducated and only worth a life of prostitution and abuse 
 

One of the things that stroke me the most while watching and then reading ‘Ruined’ was 
the contrast in the descriptions of the two female lead characters, Sophie and Salima. They both 
arrive at the same time at Mama Nadi’s bar and they have both been sexually assaulted by 
Congolese soldiers. However, during the course of the play, they are not treated equally at all. 
Sophie gets better treatment: she doesn’t have to prostitute herself and Mama speaks to her 
nicely in comparison to how she interacts with Josephine and Salima. The fact that Sophie’s 
intimate parts have been ‘ruined’ during her assault and the fact that she is Christian’s niece 
explain in part why she is not treated like the other girls, but there are other reasons to this 
differential treatment as we will see shortly. Towards the end of the play, Sophie is almost sent to 
Kisangani with Mr Harari by Mama to get a surgery that would help repair her genitals. However, 
Salima isn’t as lucky: she gets disrespected and verbally abused by Mama and by the other 
characters of the play all the time and ends up dying at the end. The way these two young 
women and their actions are described led me to the following conclusion: in ‘Ruined’, pretty and 
‘luminous girls’ like Sophie are smart, educated and deserve to be saved while village girls like 
Salima are stupid, uneducated and only worth a life of prostitution and abuse… 

 
Sophie’s character is the opposite of Salima: on a physical level, her complexion is rather 

light while Salima’s complexion is dark and, on an intellectual level, Sophie is ‘educated’ (she 
knows how to write and read) because her family sent her to school, while Salima didn’t get that 
chance and is therefore illiterate. We’re also told that Sophie is ‘luminous’ and ‘sings like an 
angel’. She’s also very intelligent. Mama tells her: ‘you’re quick with numbers’; ‘you read books, 
you speak good, like a white man’. We are constantly reminded by Mama - and by the other 
characters of the play - that Sophie is ‘a smart girl’ because she is the only one out of the three 
(Josephine, Salima and Sophie) who can write and read. Therefore, Sophie’s intelligence is 
highlighted in many scenes. Even when the clients of the bar try to touch her, she knows how to 
‘skillfully extract herself from the soldiers’ lap.’ We are also constantly reminded that Sophie is 
considered like a beautiful girl by all the other characters:  she is ‘a luminous beauty’ and Mama 
compliments her all the time: ‘you’re a pretty thing’, ‘lucky girl’, ‘jolie fille’ etc. It is even implied 
that the reason why she was assaulted by soldiers is because she was too pretty. Thus, Mama 
tells her: ‘You’re very pretty. I can see how that caused you problems.’ During the play, it feels 
pretty clear that the physical and intellectual attributes of Sophie are based on Western-defined 
standards of beauty and intelligence: she has a lighter complexion and has received a Western 
education (as opposed to a more traditional African teaching) Her complexion and education are 
what differentiates her the most from Salima and Josephine. Therefore, the fact that Sophie can 
read and write ‘like a white man’ and that her complexion and attitudes are not considered 
typically Africans are the main reasons why she gets better treatment at Mama Nadi’s bar.  

 
By contrast, it’s interesting to see how the other girls whose features look more Africans 

and who definitely come from a more rural background are constantly disrespected in the play. 
Salima is the archetype of the ‘ignorant bush girl’. (In ‘Ruined’, the bush is not seen as a place 
where respect of African traditional land and ancestral knowledge are valued but rather as a 
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place full of savage, ignorant and uncivilized Africans… See point 10, In ‘Ruined’, Congolese’s 
rich culture, sacred land and traditional beliefs are being systematically denigrated, mocked and 
deemed inferior) The descriptions of Salima speak for themselves: we are told that she is ‘a 
sturdy peasant woman’ with ‘rough hands’. She is ‘plain’, a ‘hard worker’, who has a ‘small scar 
on her right cheek’ (While Sophie is a ‘pretty thing’; Salima and Josephine both have visible 
scars. Josephine, for instance, has ‘an enormous disfiguring black scar circumventing her 
stomach’). When Christian talks about Salima, he says ‘ Salima is from a tiny village’, ‘the poor 
thing’, ‘she’s a simple girl, she doesn’t have that much learning’… In consequence, she gets very 
poor treatment from Mama, Josephine and from the soldiers. Mama looks at her rough hands 
‘with disdain’ and gives her all the hard tasks to do. In a scene, Mama tells her: ‘Salima, the 
broom is waiting for you in the yard’. Even when she is sick, Salima has to mope the place… 
Plus, as opposed to the bright and smart Sophie, Salima has no grammar when she speaks; in 
her own words: ‘my younger sister get school and I get good husband’. And of course, since 
she’s from the bush, Salima also has some violent tendencies. When Sophie ‘makes a mistake 
with Salima’s nails’, we’re told that Salima ‘violently yanks her hand away’. It’s also interesting to 
note that Salima has a Muslim name while Sophie has a Christian name. Sophie means ‘wisdom’ 
in Greek (hence her intelligence) while Salima means peace in Arabic (though, obviously, 
Salima’s character doesn’t find peace) Sophie is the only character who treats Salima with some 
kind of empathy (because Sophie is the ‘good girl’). However, for someone described as very 
intelligent, Sophie seems sometimes naïve about what’s really going on in Mama’s bar; for 
instance after Salima refuses to go with a client, Sophie, oblivious of the sexual abuses 
happening on a daily basis at the bar, naively asks Salima: ‘did that man do something to hurt 
you’?  

 
Though she has no immediately visible scars on her body, the character of Sophie has 

been ‘ruined’ by the soldiers, meaning that her genitals have been destroyed during the assault. 
At the end of the play, Mama, whose character has been ruined as well, decides to help Sophie 
and asks Mr Harari to take Sophie to Kisangani to see a doctor who would be able to do a 
surgery for her. She even gives Mr Harari her most precious possession, her diamond stone, for 
that purpose. Sadly, however, Mama never feels any kind of sympathy or empathy for Josephine, 
Salima or for any of the other girls who work for her. Only Sophie receives preferential treatment. 
The other characters seem to have the same biased attitude. Mr Harari for instance, who could 
have taken Josephine to Kisangani, reveals his true feelings when he says: ‘how would a girl like 
Josephine survives in the city?’; ‘she is a country thing, not refined at all’. But when it comes to 
Sophie, Mr Harari is suddenly concerned and tells Mama: ‘I don’t worry so much about you. But 
what about a lovely girl like Sophie?’ Again, we are reminded that pretty girls ‘like Sophie’ are the 
ones who deserve to be saved. Therefore it really doesn’t come as a surprise that the character 
of Salima is the one who dies at the end of the play... There is nothing in the play to give her 
some kind of hope or any reason to live.  

 
 
9. In ‘Ruined’, the roots of the conflict are overlooked. Why are these people fighting 

again? 
 

 In ‘Ruined’, Congolese people are depicted as blood-thirsty soldiers fighting over a) some 
tribal tensions (the Lundu/Hema conflict) and b) the control over the region’s mines of coltan. 
Unfortunately, neither the audience nor the readers are being provided with a wider political, 
economic or historical context that could give them a more in-depth understanding of the conflict. 
We assume that the ‘rebels’ (led by Jerome Kisembe) want the control of the coltan’s mines while 
the government’s troops (led by Commander Osembenga) won’t let them take this control. 
(though Osembenga seems to be fighting for his own interests and not for the government’s 
interests). The government is never really mentioned, and the war seems like a war of thugs 
between two rival factions. No mention is ever made of Congo’s experience with foreign brutal 
domination (about 200 years of colonization, neo-colonization, forced labour, destabilization 
policies, imperialism and genocides). The fact that most Congolese mines are controlled by 
American, Canadian or European corporations is not mentioned either. Western responsibility or 
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complicity is carefully avoided or tip-toed around. All the non-Black people in ‘Ruined’ are there 
only to help and heal the Congolese. (the pastor, the religious sisters, NATO) . The only mentions 
of foreigners making profits from Congo’s minerals are the ones involving Mr Harari, the 
Lebanese business man; but as we’ve seen in point 6 In Ruined, White men and non-Black men 
are the saviors of Africa and Western countries are the best things since slice bread, Mr Harari is 
still pretty much described as a savior who has a noble heart. All the non-Black characters seem 
to have deep ‘white savior complex’, forgetting that the war and the exploitation of women and 
people actually benefit Western countries firsthand. As Nigerian author Teju Cole brilliantly sums 
it up in his essay on this topic: ‘If Americans want to care about Africa, maybe they should 
consider evaluating American foreign policy, which they already play a direct role in through 
elections, before they impose themselves on Africa itself. (…) The White Savior Industrial 
Complex is a valve for releasing the unbearable pressures that build in a system built on pillage.’ 
 
 

To ‘Ruined’s defense, I could say that the war that has been taking place in the 
Democratic Republic of Congo since the end of the 1990’s is not an easy one to explain or to 
describe, especially in a play. The war involves (directly and/or indirectly, officially and non-
officially), the Congolese people themselves, 8 African neighboring countries, the European 
Union, Canada, the United Nations and the United States. Though Congo is only mentioned in 
‘Ruined’ as ‘this red dirt’ or this ‘fucking country’, it is actually a country rich in many minerals 
(diamond, oil, coltan, copper and uranium among others) whose soil is worth an estimated 24 
trillion dollars. 24 trillion dollars that don’t benefit the Congolese population at all.  France, the 
United Kingdom, Canada and the United States (among others) all have economic interests in the 
Congo, and their foreign policy has a direct influence on the political and economic situation of 
this country. As widely reported in the press, Canadian and US mining companies have been 
working with rebels and armed groups for decades just to ensure the security of their 
investments. The UN itself has a long track record of non-intervention policies in the Congo 
unless it’s to defend the UE, US & Canada’s financial interests. If a truth is to be told, Congo is 
and has been a geo-strategic place for almost two hundred years. Under King Leopold of Belgium 
who ruled the Congo as his own private property at the end of the 19

th
 century, the rubber stolen 

from the Congo made Belgium and its King incredibly rich. During World War II, in the middle of 
the 20

th
 century, it is the Congolese uranium that was used to create the deadly bombs thrown on 

Hiroshima and Nagasaki, allowing the allies to win the war. The rich minerals of the Congo were 
used again in the 1960’s to build the first space rocket that was sent to the Moon. Today, at the 
beginning of the 21

st
 century, most of the electronics that are used to build laptops, ipod, cell 

phones etc. are made with resources that are extracted from Congolese soils. However, due to 
the high level of corruption of Congolese officials, the ongoing wars and a system of unfair 
exploitation inherited from the colonial era, these resources don’t benefit the Congolese people at 
all. So yes the soil is rich, but the majority of the people are, according to Western standards, 
leaving in poverty. Still, reducing the Congolese people to dirty people hanging out in dirty clothes 
on a dirty land is a bit of a stretch... Also, a lot of what is presented in the mainstream media as 
‘tribal wars’ originate from conflicts artificially created during the colonial era, where ‘divide and 
conquer’ politics and techniques were routinely used by the Belgian rulers to assert their power 
over the country. Presenting the conflict as an obscure tribal war where Congolese people (and 
only them), are fighting to get control over a couple of mines here and there is therefore a little too 
simplistic. Again, I understand that this heavy political and economic context would be hard to 
explain/describe in a 2 hour-play, but giving a simplified or incomplete version of this context is 
misleading, especially for audience members who have no idea of what the Congo history or 
situation is. This gets even worse when one realizes that everything that is being said in the play 
about Congolese culture and heritage is quite negative which leads us to… 
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10. In ‘Ruined’, Congolese culture, land and traditional beliefs are being systematically 
denigrated, mocked and deemed inferior 
 

In previous parts, I have already explained how the Congo and its people are described 
with mostly negative attributes in the play. Congolese men are stupid and blood-thirsty soldiers; 
Congolese women are mean and illiterate prostitutes. The country itself is ‘dirty’ and ‘filthy’. 
However, if denigrating the country and its inhabitants was not enough, on top of that, the play 
systematically mocks and denigrates Congolese culture, land, and traditional belief system. From 
Congolese traditional religions to its languages, from Congolese traditional dances to its 
landscapes, everything is denigrated and deemed inferior. In fact, everything in the play seems to 
indicate that Congolese culture should be regarded as quite backward, savage and inferior when 
compared to the more advanced and civilized European and North American cultures. In 
‘Ruined’: 

 
Congolese traditional beliefs are reduced to a joke…In the Congo like in many other 

African countries, traditional beliefs and ancient animist practices are still prevalent for some parts 
of the population. Some of these practices or beliefs are thousands of years old and are 
considered sacred. The practitioners have to go through specific initiations and lengthy periods of 
time dedicated to their learning and the transmission of this sacred knowledge, usually with an 
elder. However, in ‘Ruined’ like in many books and articles written about the Congo for the past 
century, some of those practices are mocked and those who use or believe in those practices are 
viewed as childish, insane or irrelevant, regardless of their age. This is the case when, for 
instance, Mama tells Christian: ‘And you want to hear a joke? Poor old Papa bought magic from a 
friend, he thought a handful powder would give him back his land.’ Likewise, when Mr Harari 
wants to make fun of a Congolese soldier; he mocks his beliefs by saying: ‘And why? His whim. 
Because?!! His witch doctor says I’m the enemy.’  

 
Congolese dances are nothing but dirty…Congo is well-known for its music, its culture 

and its dances. They have been celebrated, imitated and studied around the world. Countless 
dance styles and music genres that exist today throughout the diaspora find their roots in the 
Congo. Like most African dances, Congolese dances have many significations: some are fertility 
dances, some others were created to celebrate special events (births, weddings, victories…), 
some others were dedicated to the ancestors … But, again, perpetuating a tired cliché that 
regards African dances as evil, and proofs that African people are always sex-thirsty, the play 
describes and reduces most of those Congolese dances as ‘dirty pelvic thrusts’. Forget the grace 
and the agility of the Congolese dancers, in ‘Ruined’, every time one of the girls dances, her 
movements are only described as ‘down-and-dirty’. Every time Josephine dances for instance, 
we’re told that she does ‘several down-and-dirty pelvic thrusts.’   

 
Congolese’s Pygmy culture is worthless…In the play, the Pygmies’ culture, land and 

staples are systematically denigrated as well. Every time a Pygmy tribe is referenced, (here, the 
Mbuti), it’s only to make a joke or place a derogatory comment. For instance, when Mama 
wonders why Christian hasn’t visited her bar in a while, he just replies: ‘Were you expecting me to 
disappear into the forest and live off roots with the Mbuti?’ When recanting a story, Mr Harari, 
mocking the Pygmy culture too, also says:  ‘A hungry pygmy digs a hole in the forest...’ And, last 
but not least, when Mama doesn’t understand what her parrot says, she brushes it off and shows 
further contempt towards the Pygmies by saying: ‘Who the hell knows; it speaks pygmy’. ‘Pygmy’ 
is not an actual language name; each tribe has its own language with its own language name 
attached to it. As a Congolese woman, the character of Mama should have known that and 
referenced the language spoken by the parrot by its name and not just simply calling it ‘pygmy’, 
which is derogatory. 
 

Congolese villages are ‘no place, really’…In ‘Ruined’, Congolese villages are 
described as uncivilized pieces of land (‘the bush’) where most of the bad events take place. The 
bush is viewed as the opposite of everything that good civilized cities have to offer. Villages are 
therefore systematically mocked, denigrated and ridiculed. When he wants to prove that his 
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soldiers are well-behaved, Osembenga tells to one of his soldiers: ‘show this good man (that) the 
bush hasn’t robbed you of your manners.’ When Salima’s origins are described, we are told that 
she is ‘from a tiny village. No place really.’ And, again, when Mama wants her clients to know that 
she won’t be tolerating any bad behavior at her bar, she tells the soldiers: ‘You want to behave 
like gorilla, then go back into the bush.’ (another revealing scene where Congolese men are 
compared to gorillas, see point 2…) 

 
During the whole play, Congo is never described or perceived as a sacred land, the 

Congolese soil is never described as rich or precious. Everything that is Congolese gets quickly 
dismissed. Congo is only chaos, the characters are full of self-hatred and the Congolese culture 
is reduced to a joke. All the good things that the world has to offer are located in Europe 
(Belgium, France) or in America, which is quite problematic. In his essay about Joseph Conrad’s 
‘Heart of Darkness’, Nigerian author Chinua Achebe summarizes and explains very well the 
complex relationships that Western authors have with Africa and how the need to constantly label 
Africa and its inhabitants as ‘inferior’ is problematic: ‘For reasons which can certainly use close 
psychological inquiry the West seems to suffer deep anxieties about the precariousness of its 
civilization and to have a need for constant reassurance by comparison with Africa. If Europe, 
advancing in civilization, could cast a backward glance periodically at Africa trapped in primordial 
barbarity it could say with faith and feeling: There go I but for the grace of God. Africa is to 
Europe as the picture is to Dorian Gray -- a carrier onto whom the master unloads his physical 
and moral deformities so that he may go forward, erect and immaculate.’  
 
  
 
In Conclusion 
 
‘Ruined’ is not a play for me. It’s a play written by a North American playwright for a North 
American audience (and by extension, a Western audience). Yes, the action of the play is set in 
Africa, but the story itself is told from a very North American perspective. As a woman of 
Congolese origin, I didn’t see myself reflected in the play at all. I didn’t see or recognize any of 
our ways, cultures or traditions. I was raised in a household comprised of Congolese women (my 
aunties, sisters, grand-aunties, cousins…), and those women were strong and resilient African 
women. They were healers, survivors, queens. They were my heroes. Sadly, I didn’t see any of 
their resilience in ‘Ruined’. On the contrary, I felt that the characters, scenes and actions were 
more or so a reflection of what a North American audience had become accustomed to expect 
from fictional characters of African/Congolese descent: witches, thieves, prostitutes etc. Raising 
awareness about the terrible conflict that is ravaging the Congo is of utmost importance. There is 
no doubt in my mind about it. However, I don’t think that writing about the war while presenting 
protagonists that are stereotyped or one-dimensional characters does a great service to the 
cause.  
  
‘Ruined’ was supposed to be an adaptation of Bertolt Brecht’s classic play ‘Mother Courage’ 
before playwright Lynn Nottage decided that the subject matter in ‘Ruined’ was so heavy that it 
needed its own story, its own plot, and so the idea of adapting Brecht’s work was dropped. 
However, I feel that when she gave up the idea of making of Mama Nadi a Congolese version of 
Mother Courage, Lynn Nottage also decided to strip Mama Nadi off all the ‘courage’ that made 
Brecht’s German character so atypical. The differences in the titles speak for themselves: Mother 
Courage is courageous, Mama Nadi is ruined… Mother Courage is a heartless character who 
profits from the war to make money, but at the end of the day, she does it because she needs to 
provide for her children, which is what makes her character relatable and likeable for the 
audience. Mama Nadi doesn’t care about the girls who work for her; she prostitutes them and 
abuses them to hide her own pain… Mama Nadi is no Mother Courage. 
 
When I watched the play for the first time, I cringed silently at all the stereotypes. Every scene, 
every line was painful. Now that I’ve re-read the story a couple of times, I am trying to have more 
distance and perspective on it, but still, the list of questions that this play has raised in me are still 
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present. And like with ‘Heart of Darkness’ or ‘Through the dark continent’, those questions involve 
mostly the representations of Congolese people. I can’t help but keep asking myself…Why do a 
lot of Western writers always tend to depict Congolese people as disempowered? Would a plot 
that would involve Congolese people protesting and resisting oppression make a North American 
audience uncomfortable? Would a plot that would not involve the depiction of African children as 
child soldiers, African women as prostitutes and African men as rapists make the audience 
uncomfortable? Would a play depicting Congolese women united in their quest for justice make 
them less deserving of pity? Actually, I don’t think that the problem comes from non-Congolese 
people writing about the Congo; writers and filmmakers from all origins have produced or written 
several pieces about the Congo and some have done it quite beautifully: Aimé Césaire’s brilliant 
play ‘A season in the Congo’, Mark Twain’s moving ‘King Leopold Soliloquy’, Raoul Pecks’s 
brilliant film ‘Lumumba’ are some good examples that come to my mind... However, unfortunately, 
a great majority of contemporary writers still suffer from bias when they write or create fictional 
stories about the Congo. 
 
I was once asked if the play ‘Ruined’ did ‘make me angry’. The answer is no. ‘Ruined’ didn’t make 
me angry, it made me sad. Very sad to see that once again, Congolese people and their children 
were described as one-dimensional characters; extremely sad to see that the strength and the 
resilience of Congolese women had been far from honored yet again.  I feel that Congolese 
people are way more complex and have way deeper and richer personalities than what we can 
see in ‘Ruined’. For me, ‘Ruined’ is a typical ‘single story’ and, as Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie 
explains it so well: ‘the consequence of the single story is this: it robs people of dignity. It makes 
our recognition of our equal humanity difficult. It emphasizes how we are different rather than how 
we are similar’. 
 
On a more positive note though, seeing ‘Ruined’ has also been a blessing in disguise for me. It 
has given me an epiphany moment. It has reminded me of how important it is to tell and transmit 
our stories, our Congolese stories, our African stories, from our own African perspective. It has 
forced me to write more about the Congo over the past couple of years, more than I ever thought 
I would. It was an unpleasant wake-up call but also a necessary reminder…And I hope that it will 
encourage my fellow Congolese female artists to write more and shoot more and paint more 
about the Congo because our real stories need to be told from our own mouths, from our own 
perspectives. Thanks to the internet, every day I keep finding out about new voices from Africa 
and its diaspora, new griots, new storytellers who have started telling our stories and reclaiming 
our history in a way that I find extremely refreshing. We need those balances, those ‘other’ 
stories, those ‘other’ bookshelves…  I am discovering and rediscovering great new and old 
Congolese storytellers like Elisabeth Mweya Tolande, Clementine Nzuji, Maguy Kabamba... I 
would love to be able to access more of their work. I am also sure that there are lots of beautiful 
storytellers from the Kivu province in the Congo whose stories need to be heard, seen, produced, 
read... I would love to be able to access those stories too. I believe in healing through the arts, I 
believe that stories can heal. I also believe in Congolese women and in their capacity to bring 
peace to our country. So I’m convinced that next time I seat in a theater to see stories about the 
Congo, my tears will be tears of joy and happiness, not of sorrow or bitterness. Congolese 
women are beautiful and their lives matter.  
 
We are not ruined.  
 
Ase. 
 
 
© Sabrina Moella 
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