
HEALTH MATTERS

Unique café idea that aims to root
out fatal ignorance among women

By ROSE NYAWIRA NJOROGE

T
he women who streamed 
into the Casablanca Bar 
in Hurlingham on March 
24 were not looking for a 
frosty drink or a hot party. 
Instead, they came for cold, 

hard knowledge that could literally save 
their lives.      

After kicking off their shoes or flop-
ping onto cushioned stools in the bar, 
with its low lighting, brightly coloured 
couches, and other vivid Moroccan fur-
nishings, these bar patrons weren’t gath-
ering to complain about work or gossip 
about men. They wanted the “411” on 
topics like hot flashes, contraceptives 
and cervical cancer. 

Ranging in age from 19 to 49, these 
women were part of a growing world-
wide movement to bring science to the 
masses known as the Café Scientifique, 
or Science Café. 

Started in Leeds, England in 1998 by 
scientist Duncan Dallas, Kenya is only 
the fifth African country to join the 
movement. 

Quality of life
Dallas, who has a Chemistry degree from 
Oxford University and also produced sci-
ence features for the BBC, was inspired 
by philosopher Mark Sautet, who found-
ed the Cafés Philosophiques in France. 

He says the reason for his project was 
simple. Too often, science gets stere-
otyped in the general public as dull, re-
mote, complicated, or incomprehensible 
— or all the above.

But Dallas believes that when it comes 
to the impact that research can have on 
quality of life, knowledge is power. And 
what better venue for empowerment 
than a place where people already gath-
er as a matter of habit?

Hence the marriage between the scien-
tist and the café. “This is a place where, 
for the price of a cup of coffee or a glass 
of wine, people can meet to discuss the 
latest ideas of science and technology 
which are changing our lives.”

But if the image of science has received 
a bad rap through the years, the scientist 
has fared even worse. Many are labelled 
as eccentric or even downright mad.

Stereotypes aside, scientists them-
selves often acknowledge being so im-
mersed in the technical aspects of their 
work, they are unable to explain it to the 
very people they’re trying to serve — the 
public. 

But rather than ask the average citi-
zen to attend scientific seminars to learn 
about issues, Dallas opted for a more re-
alistic route – at the Science Café.

“The audience does not come for self-
improvement or to be lectured to. It 
comes to participate. The public wants 
to be informed, but also want to discuss 
the consequences.”

Because March was International 
Women’s History Month, the two young 
women who brought the Science Café 
concept to Kenya selected Women’s 
Health as the theme for a Women Only 
café.

Consultant Ruth Wanjala, a former 
communications assistant for the Afri-
can Technology Policy Studies Network, 
was introduced to the Science Café con-
cept in 2006, when she won an essay 
competition at a café sponsored by the 
British Council in South Africa.

In April 2008 Wanjala and a young sci-
entist friend, Ms Juliet Mutheu, hosted 
the first Kenyan Science Café. Mutheu, a 
scientist with the Kemri Wellcome Trust, 
is an external relations manager. 

The first Kenya Science Café topic 
focused on the Kenya Aids Vaccine Ini-
tiative. Ensuing topics included Child 
Health, the Malaria Vaccine and Male 
Circumcision.

Asked why she wanted to bring the 
Science Café to Kenya, Wanjala says: 
“Having worked in a communications 
department, I realised that the scien-
tific output we were producing — bro-
chures, journals, articles — were rather 
out of touch with what the scientists 
were doing. 

“The research message wasn’t really 
getting out. Whenever we would go for 
conferences, the sessions were long and 
too technical. People often fell asleep.

“However, during the lunch break, I 
noticed the public would engage with 
the scientists to ask questions or simply 
discuss. I thought an informal set-up 

might encourage greater engagement 
between the public and the scientists,” 
she adds. 

At the recent café, the featured speak-
er was Dr Carol Odula Obonyo, a Uni-
versity of Nairobi obstetrician and gy-
naecologist, who also operates her own 
practice. She was joined by her colleague 
Catherine Musyoka, a nurse.

The two specialists drew on their ex-
tensive knowledge to answer the ques-
tions in layman’s language. The areas of 
coverage ran from menopause, diet, ex-
ercise, infertility, hormone replacement 
therapy, fibroids, contraceptives, cervical 
cancer and the HPV virus, pap smears, 
and sexually transmitted diseases.

Dr Obonyo thinks the Science Café 
could be an important venue for spread-
ing health information for women.

“Men have over time perfected the art 
of bar networking, but this now encom-
passes more purposes than just business. 
It is fairly common to find men sharing 
with their mates about issues affecting 
them, be it their health, their kids or 
their marriages. 

“Today’s woman, in her quest to be 
super woman— mother, sister, wife, 
professionals — often gets stuck in a rut 
with very little time for herself and the 
matters that directly concern her. 

“The Science Café is important because 

for once, we can forget the diapers, the 
formulas and work and just talk, catch-
up and discussing our health. Nothing’s 
more important because a woman is the 
backbone of her family. When she’s well 
she can give more support.”

At Casablanca Bar, the questions were 
as varied as the topics, and ranged from 
the sobering to the hilarious. There were 
frequent gasps of shocked realisation, 
and sometimes even horror, after learn-
ing the possible cost of one’s ignorance. 

For example, one woman came to the 
café to get information for her neigh-
bour, who has been plagued by ovar-
ian cysts and cannot get pregnant. But 
she’s also afraid to seek treatment for 
the condition. Besides warning that the 
neighbour’s cysts could signal serious 
problems, Dr Obonyo also suggested 
that the woman’s husband be checked 
for infertility. 

Another woman wanted to know her 
chances of conceiving at age 42 and when 
she has fibroids. With fibroids, Dr Obonyo 
said, it depended on their location in the 
uterus. She said conception was next to 
impossible if a fibroid is too close to the 
Fallopian tubes. She urged the woman to 
seek tests, because in some cases, preg-
nancy with fibroids is possible.

Dr Obonyo stressed that for women’s 
health, the key word is prevention. 

“Why should we rush when we fall sick 
to seek a cure, when all we needed was 
the right information to protect ourselves 
from disease even if that meant getting 
free medical advice in a bar or café?” 

So far, only six Kenya Science Cafes 
have been held. Last year, lack of fund-
ing was a problem. But Café organisers 
recently won a grant from The Interna-
tional Engagement Award of the Well-
come Trust, and will now host the event 
monthly. 

Even with minimal advertisement for 
the events, the turnout has been lauda-
ble. Most of the advertisement on Kenya 
Science Café has been through word of 
mouth and email. 

Of course in this day and age, if it’s cool 
and involves the public you can find it on 
Facebook. The group name is Kenya Sci-
ence Café. 

Kenya Science Cafes are currently 
being held in Nairobi, but there are plans 
to take the concept to Mombasa and Kis-
umu. Organisers also plant to vary the 
settings to reach people of all socio-eco-
nomic backgrounds. 

But wherever they are held, Science 
Café organisers believe they can make a 
long-term contribution to good health in 
Kenyan society. 

For example, many women who at-
tended the recent event vowed to get their 
pap smears and mammograms done as 
quickly as possible. The events can also 
help put scientists more in touch with 
public needs.

“Last but not least, the public will also 
understand science-related public poli-
cies,” Wanjala says. “We won’t have peo-
ple thinking; ‘I need to have a polio vac-
cine because my local district officer said 
I had to.’  They will know precisely why it 
is important.” 

People meet over a 
cup of coffee or tea 
to discuss latest ideas 
changing our lives

Women exchange 
views at a past 
function. Organ-
isers of a unique 
movement, Sci-
ence Cafe aim 
to hold regular 
meetings where 
women can dis-
cuss matters of 
their health and 
other issues. 
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