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Weeks Centre for Social and Policy Research 

As we begin a new year of Weeks Centre seminars 
and gear up for the 25th anniversary of the 
Women’s Workshop, we take a look across the 
pond and into the woods to find out how our 
friends at the Institute for Research on Women at 
Rutgers bring together scholars from across the 
State University of New Jersey...  
 
The smell of coffee wafts through the Institute for 
Research on Women’s conference room on a dank, 
overcast Thursday morning. Although the weather 
outside inspires sleepiness rather than scholarship, 
none of the individuals gathered around the large, 
rectangular table look like they want to go back to 
bed—far from it. Instead, about twenty people are 
engaged in intense discussion, finessing the finer 
points of feminism and Foucault and giving gentle 
feedback to a colleague who has presented a draft of 
her dissertation chapter to the group. This is the IRW 
seminar, a Rutgers University fixture for the last 15 
years, and a unique antidote to intellectual isolation on 
a large urban campus. 
 
A Ford Foundation grant acquired through Rutgers’ 
Institute for Women’s Leadership helped launch the 
IRW seminar in 1997. “We create a vibrant, safe 
interdisciplinary community where feminist scholars 
who work on women, gender and sexuality can learn 
and grow together,” says IRW Associate Director 
Sarah Tobias. This is no small feat at a university the 
size of Rutgers, with almost 60,000 students and 7,000 
faculty spread over three cities and multiple campuses. 
People travel from throughout New Jersey and beyond 
to attend the seminar, which is housed in a cabin-like 
structure in the woods of the university's flagship 
campus. 
 
Open to advanced graduate students as well as to 
faculty and visiting scholars, over the last two years the 
IRW seminar has attracted participants from over 18 
different departments and 13 different countries, 
creating a lively mix of voices at the table. Participants 
gather weekly during the academic year to present 
their work-in-progress—most often a journal article, a 
dissertation chapter or a book proposal—and receive 
constructive criticism from their peers. It’s a formula 
that works. Those who have been through the seminar 
often wax effusively about their experiences. “Warm, 
collegial, insightful, equitable, supportive, the list goes 
on and on,” says a member of last year’s seminar. “I 
left the seminar every week feeling energized and 

excited to continue my own research.” 
 
One of the seminar’s distinctive features is its 
connection to an annual theme, this year “Trans 
Studies: Beyond Hetero/Homonormativities." Previous 
themes have included “Gendered Agency,” “Health and 
Bodies,” and “The Art and Science of Happiness.” 
“Trans Studies destabilizes and complicates many of 
the debates about the social, biological and cultural 
constructions of gender and sexuality, “ says IRW 
Director Yolanda Martínez-San Miguel, noting that 
such dissonances also “create new ways to think about 
bodily difference and power.” 
 
In addition to the seminar, the IRW's Distinguished 
Lecture Series, undergraduate learning community and 
spring colloquium are also linked to the annual theme. 
The colloquium is an especially ambitious project, 
bringing together activists and academics to deepen 
the relationship between scholarship and public policy. 
But the seminar is the IRW’s heart and soul. 
Conversations in the conference room spill over to the 
lunch table and beyond. Ideas are fertilized. Projects 
are hatched. Collaborations are launched. “It’s a really 
generative process,” says Tobias, “Mix. Stir. Create. 
It’s like alchemy.” 
 
irw.rutgers.edu/   
 

Alchemy in the Woods: The IRW Seminar  

Members of the Women’s Workshop have met monthly at LSBU for twenty-five years. 
Incorporating academics from up to twenty institutions across the country, the research 
group has a particular interest in the topics of family, relationships and households, and 
the Weeks Centre’s Families and Social Capital Group has acted as a hub for the 
Workshop for the last twelve years. To date the workshop has produced a journal special 
issue and four edited book collections. Weeks Centre members of the Workshop, 
including Prof. Val Gillies, Dr Susie Weller and Nicola Horsley, will be marking the 
occasion in early 2013, when the Centre will host a seminar that will also launch the book 
Critical Approaches to Care: Understanding Caring Relations, Identities and Cultures, co-
edited by Susie. 

Twenty-five Years of the Women’s Workshop 

An IRW seminar. IRW is one of the Weeks Centre’s 
International partners. Yvette Taylor, head of the 
Weeks Centre, enjoyed seminars on the theme of 

‘happiness’ during her time at Rutgers as a 
Fulbright Distinguished Scholar (2010-11). 


