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The Development of the Phenomenology of Religion and

its Basic Character as a Scholarly Discipline

Masakazu TANATSUGU

This paper has two objectives. The first is to survey the three main groups of the
phenomenology of religion, and to clarify the distinctive aims, methods, and issues of each,
referring to Experience of the Sacred (edited by S.B. Twiss and W. H. Conser, Jr., 1992). The
second is to grasp the basic character of this field as a scholarly discipline by examining such
fundamental terms as ‘Phanomen’, ‘Verstehen’, and ‘Religion’ in the phenomenology of religion
of one of the most influential early researchers, G. van der Leeuw’s.

The first group is Essential Phenomenology of Religion, in which the essence of religious
consciousness is elucidated by phenomenological attitude; the second is Historical-Typological
Phenomenology of Religion, the aims of which are the qualitative and historical understanding
of particular religions and the discovery of universal elements by means of comparison and
ideal types. The third and latest is Existential-Hermeneutical Phenomenology of Religion,
which constitutes a turning point in the development of the phenomenology of religion in that
its perspective is founded upon the structural analysis of human existence and the recognition
of language-mediated understanding.

The phenomenoclogy of religion can be defined as a science of ideal meaning which lies
between subjectivity and objectivity. By using a scheme with ‘system - history’ as the horizontal
axis and ‘norm - description’ as the vertical, we are able to see where the phenomenoclogy of
religion was, is and can be located. We can consider the position of the phenomenology of
religion as lying between normative disciplines and descriptive ones, and between systematic
disciplines and historical ones. This dual intermediateness seems symbolically to reflect the
intermediate position of human beings, that is, between god and beast, and between the self and

others.
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