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Keiichi Yanagawa’s Religious Studies Methodology
Hiromi SHIMADA

Keiichi Yanagawa, Professor of Sociology of Religion, passed away in 1990. The
purpose of this paper is to reflect upon Yanagawa’s achievements.

Yanagawa was appointed Assistant Professor at the Department of Religious Studies
at the University of Tokyo in 1960. ‘He was strongly opposed to the functionalist
scholarship that prevailed at that time. He had previously studied the functionalist
approach under Talcott Parsons at Harvard University. However, upon returning to
Japan, he turned away from functionalism and focused primarily on the study of
festivals (matsuri) of Japan.

Yanagawa undertook site surveys in Aizu-Tajima in Fukushima Prefecture and
Chichibu in Saitama Prefecture. In these studies, he revealed the theological founda-
tions of festivals and attempted to clarify the meaning of a festival for its participants.
Remnants of functionalist discourse can be identified in Yanagawa’s analyses, particu-
larly in his discussion of festival elements described as “affinity” and “confrontation.”
In Yanagawa’s research, the strong influence of functionalism coexisted with a desire
to secede from its rigid approach.

Yanagawa tended to assert the grass-roots nature of religious studies and attempted
to put the principle of the experiential approach into practice. This type of research
profoundly influenced the scholars who studied under him.
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