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The sociology of religion is a study that seeks to understand the role of reli-
gion in society as well as the social forces and influences that shape religion. 
It also analyses the impact of religion upon human history. This investigation 
may include the use of both quantitative and qualitative methods. As a modern 
academic study, it began with the analysis of religion in Émile Durkheim’s 
study of suicide rates among Catholic and Protestant communities, as well as 
works of other sociological classics, Karl Marx and Max Weber, emphasising 
the relationship between religion and society.

One of the important academic organisations that gathers scholars inter- 
ested in the advancement of knowledge in this field is the International So-
ciety for the Sociology of Religion (ISSR), in French known as Société In-
ternationale de Sociologie des Religions (SISR). This bilingual (English and 
French) organisation was founded in 1948 as the International Conference 
on Sociology of Religion (Conférence Internationale de Sociologie Reli-
gieuse) and originally aimed to bring Catholic functionaries together to dis-
cuss progress made in the sociological research of Catholicism. At that time 
many participants were Jesuit scholars, mostly from Italy, Belgium, Spain 
and France. The organisation dropped its religious affiliation and revised its 
statutes to emphasise its academic and sociological focus at the turn of the 
1960s and 1970s. Since then, it has been an international organisation of 
sociologists and “the primary purpose of their studies is to gain insight and 

* Centre for Comparative Studies of Civilisations
Jagiellonian University in Kraków, Poland
e-mail: paulina.niechcial@uj.edu.pl



174 Paulina Niechciał 

knowledge, to build theories and not to serve religious bodies”1. The name 
was changed in 1989. 

Today ISSR gathers more than 500 members from over 47 countries and 
all the habitable continents – both the world’s leading authorities and new 
scholars in the field. The main arena for exchanging their knowledge and 
research experience is a bilingual conference organised every second year. 
The organisation also edits a peer-reviewed academic journal called “Social 
Compass” published by SAGE Publications2, as well as a twice-yearly bul- 
letin in French and English. It also sponsors a New Researcher’s Network for 
postgraduate students and recent PhDs. The organisation’s current president is 
Professor Peter Beyer from the Department of Classics and Religious Studies 
of the University of Ottawa, Canada.

This year’s biennial conference, themed Sensing Religion, was held in 
Louvain-la-Neuve in Belgium, 2–5 July 20153. Regarding the focus of this 
year’s conference, its organisers stated, 

Religions are not just a matter of belief, of practice, and of social organization. They 
more broadly also involve experience, perception, and the expression and representa-
tion of such ‘sensing of the religious’. Experiences may be sensory, as with the sights, 
sounds, and smells of religious rituals; and they may be communal and emotional, as 
various scholars have theorized through concepts such as ‘collective effervescence’, 
‘communitas’, and ‘collective emotional regimes’. The sensible and the senses in re-
ligion has been a recurring theme in sociology and anthropology since the beginning 
of these disciplines. It unfolds in multiple directions and poses a whole host of inter-
connected questions4.

This 33rd ISSR conference gathered a variety of scholars from all over 
the world in 9 main thematic sessions, covering multiple parallel panels as 
well as additional meetings, for example Author Meets Critic, where a newest 
publications in the field were discussed5. This year the books discussed were 
among others Globalization and Orthodox Christianity: The Transformations 

1 K. Dobbelaere, History of ISSR. Part 2, [online], https://www.sisr-issr.org/English/Doc-
uments/History%20of%20the%20ISSR%20--%20Part%202.pdf [accessed: 21.07.2015], p. 7.

2 Social Compass, [online] http://scp.sagepub.com/ [accessed: 21.07.2015].
3 ISSR conference – Conférence SISR, [online] http://www.uclouvain.be/en-sisr.html 

[accessed: 21.07.2015].
4 Theme – Sensing Religion, [online], http://www.uclouvain.be/en-473794.html [ac-

cessed: 21.07.2015].
5 Program/Programme, [online] http://www.sisr-issr.org/English/Conferences/Progra-

mme%20SISR%20Definitif%20Web.pdf [accessed: 21.07.2015].
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of a Religious Tradition by Victor Roudometof (Routledge 2015), The Inti-
mate: Polityand the Catholic Church. Laws about Life, Death and the Fam-
ily in So-called Catholic Countries edited by Karel Dobbelaere and Alfonso 
Pérez-Agote (Universitaire Pers Leuven 2015) and The Changing Soul of 
Europe: Religions and Migrations in Northern and Southern Europe edited by 
Helena Vilaça, Enzo Pace, Inger Furseth and Per Pettersson (Ashgate 2014). 
This, as well as different sessions, for example Religion in the Public Sphere, 
The Marketization of Religion, Transformation and Evolution in the Jewish 
World, Contemporary Muslim Internet Orchestrations, New Techno-scientific 
Eschatologies or Politics, Religion and Management of Religious Diversity 
revealed some current trends and debates in the sociology of religion. Lectures 
within the session of Social Theory and Religion were especially popular, 
gathering a numerous audience undeterred by the exceptional heat at the be-
ginning of the July in Belgium. As one of the session’s organisers, renowned 
scholar James Spickard mentioned in his lecture titled You Can’t Get There 
From Here: On the Disconnect between Theory and Evidence in the Sociolo-
gy of Religion that many contemporary sociologists of religion are devoted to 
theory-building, even to the detriment of empirical research.

The conference was a great opportunity to meet with other researchers 
in the area of the sociology of religion and to swap ideas and experiences. 
Given the thematic variety, the conference was of interest to people from 
various backgrounds. Additionally, the organisers together with the members 
of the Laboratory of Prospective Anthropology (LAAP) proposed a unique 
interactive exhibition entitled Sense it! at the Museum of Louvain-la-Neuve.
Sometimes it was difficult to choose between interesting events happening at 
the same time. 
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