
SCRIPTURALLY DIRECTED ACTION: A RADICAL 
STANCE IN  CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY — 
b io g raph ica l notes on Prof J  A L T aljaard .

The tim e has  com e for studen ts, co lleagues and friends to 
pay  hom age to Jan A driaan L o u w  Taljaard, one of the 
South A frican  p ioneers in  philosophy, dedicated to the 
ta sk  of e labo ra ting  a v is ion  of rea lity  according  to the 
sp ir it of God’s Word, and com m itted to a C hris tian  order 
of life, w rested  from  the destruc tive  pow ers of archaic  
othodoxy and from  both p as t and con tem porary  
hum anism .

T a ljaa rd ’s ph ilo soph ica l position  is “reform ed”. His 
answ er to m any  prob lem s in ph ilosophy  as  w ell as in  the 
v ario u s  scien tific  d isc ip lines, and especia lly  problem s 
created by the c ris is  of so-called p ost-C hristian  w estern  
civ ilization , has been an endeavour in fellow ship  w ith  
those p a s t and p resen t who believe in  the free Word of 
God. H is ph ilosophic ideas developed in  close contact 
w ith, for exam ple, H G Stoker, D H T V ollenhoven, 
H Dooyeweerd, S U Zuidem a, H van R iessen, C G Seer- 
veld, A H de Graaff.

Born 29 O ctober 1915, he grew  up in a fam ily  of th irteen  
children  in the T ran sv aa l “p la tte lan d ” (ru ra l reg ions) a t 
S tanderton, w here he m a tricu la ted  in  1933 am idst the 
confusion created by the econom ic depression  and d is ­
ru p tiv e  po litica l trends p a rtic u la rly  p revalen t in  A fri­
k an er ranks. This c ruc ia l experience had a profound 
influence on h is life: henceforth  he w ould be involved in 
the s tru g g le  of h is  people for a cu ltu ra l and po litica l iden­
tity , a s tru g g le  to find a G od-given p lace in  the South 
A frican  com m unity. T hus he becam e en th u sias tica lly  
involved in  youth  affairs, and m ade h is  m ark  in  the 
Reform ed Youth O rgan iza tion  (“Jongeliedeveren ig ing”) 
of the th irtie s  and forties.

E ncouraged  by h is  paren ts , C ornelis Jansen  T aljaa rd  and 
M argaretha  Johanna  (née S tapelberg), as w ell as by h is 
g rand fa ther C ornelis Jan sen  — who w as a m in is te r  of the 
“Reform ed Church of the C ross” under the sp ir itu a l g u i­
dance of the w ell-know n Rev S J du Toit, leader of the 
“G enootschap voor Regte A frik an ers” (a cu ltu ra l m ove­
m ent for the advancem ent of the A frikaans language 
d u rin g  the p rev ious cen tu ry ) — T aljaa rd  enro lled  a t the
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Potchefstroom  U n iversity  College for C h ris tian  H igher 
E ducation  as  a B A studen t in  1934, p rep a ra to ry  to theo­
log ica l studies. A t th is  U n iversity  it w as p ossib le  for him  
to p u rsu e  these stud ies w ithou t p re ssu re  to abandon or 
d ilu te  h is  C hris tian  p rin c ip les . In h is second year, how ­
ever, financ ia l d ifficu lties forced h im  to d iscon tinue h is 
s tud ies  and to go to w ork on a gold m ine. The urge 
tow ards know ledge and academ ic stud ies soon led h im  to 
en ro l a t the U n iversity  of South  A frica  for co rresp o n ­
dence cou rses in Logic and E thics.

The second W orld W ar in c is iv e ly  affected h is  da ily  life 
and  in te llec tu a l developm ent. On 6 F eb ruary , 1942, Tal- 
ja a rd  found h im se lf a p o litica l p riso n er, the fate  of m any 
a  p ro m in en t A frik an er involved  in  the o rg an iza tio n  of 
the  A frik an ers  in  the N ational P a rty  and the p ass io n a te  
a n ti- im p e ria lis t s tru g g le  for p o litic a l freedom  and a cu l­
tu ra l  identity , as v izualised  by the  so-called  “D ssew a- 
b ran d w ag ” m ovem ent in  its  com prehensive  R epublican  
ideal. It w as here, in the in te rn m en t cam p a t Koffiefon- 
te in , w here he w as held u n til N ovem ber 1944, th a t he 
becam e acqua in ted  w ith  h is  fellow  p riso n e r and tu tor, 
P rof H G S toker and w ith  S to k er’s com m itm en t to C h ris ­
tia n  scien tific  s tu d ies  as w ell as w ith  h is  en th u siasm  for a 
com prehensive  Cosm ology, E p istem ology  and M ethodo­
logy- *n w hich  the p re-sc ien tific  life and w orld-view  fu l­
fils  its  d irec tive  function in  an honest, sy stem a tic  and 
c ritic a l way. W ithin the confines of h is  re s tric ted  e x is ­
tence T aljaa rd  w as m oulded by S toker’s C alv in is tic  con­
cep tion  of “God and c rea tio n ” , “m ind and re a lity ” , “m an 
in  the cosm ic o rd e r”, “m an  and v a lu e s”, “B iblical faith  
and so c ie ty ”.

He com pleted  the v a rio u s  co u rses of h is second y ear B A 
in the  in te rn m en t cam p. In 1945 he obta ined  the B A 
degree w ith d is tin c tio n  a t the Po tchefstroom  U niversity  
College. The nex t y ea r he w as appoin ted  studen t-assis- 
tan t, la te r  ju n io r  lectu rer, and then  lec tu re r a t h is  A lm a 
M ater, teach in g  Psycho logy  and P h ilosophy , and even­
tu a lly  P h ilosophy  only, in tro d u c in g  stu d en ts  — m ostly  
p ro spective  m in is te rs  of th e  church  — to the ph ilo sophy  
of the  “idea of c rea tio n ” as  it w as developed by Prof 
H G S toker in c ritica l con junction  w ith  the ph ilo sophy  of 
the “idea of rev e la tio n ” (H B avinck) and the  p h ilo so p h y  
of the  “cosm onom ic id ea” (H D ooyeweerd).
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In the sp ir it of h is  tu tor, T aljaa rd  com pleted the M A 
degree in  1947 w ith a th e sis  on the ontic s ta tu s  of va lues in 
the ph ilosophy  of B Bosanquet, W S tern  and R B Perry . In 
Septem ber, 1950, he continued h is  s tud ies in  Psychology 
and P h ilosophy  a t the Free U n iversity  of A m sterdam , the 
la tte r  of the two fields of s tudy  under P rof Dr 
D H T V ollenhoven, in sp ite  of a  w ell m ean t adm onition  of 
a v is itin g  D utch theologian: “May God p ro tec t you!”, bu t 
w ith  a t le a s t the firm  su p p o rt of h is  wife, D irk ie Jacoba 
van  Rooy, to whom he w as m arried  in  1948.

The m otive, sty le , m ethod and re su lt of V ollenhoven’s 
nuance of C hris tian  ph ilosophy  becam e h is own. In the 
succeeding  y ea rs  T aljaa rd  se t h im self the ta sk  of ap p ly ­
ing  these acquired  system atic  in s ig h ts  of Vollenhoven. 
He tried  to develop an approach  to rea lity  w hich in  no 
w ay accom m odates any non-C hristian  o r non-R adical- 
C hristian  reflections. He laboured  a t a  ph ilosoph ical 
system  basic  to specific sub jects and fu rth erin g  a funda­
m ental an sw er to d iverse  u ltim a te  questions. He coun­
tered the c u rren t cu ltu ra l c ris is , a s  rep resen ted  and in te r­
preted  by the “New Left” , such as  N eo-M arxism , by a  p ro ­
posal for a rad ical “New R ig h t” m ovem ent.

T a ljaa rd ’s herm eneutic  key to rea lity  w as shaped  on the 
p a tte rn  of V ollenhoven’s perspective: God (the S over­
eign), the law  (given and m ain tained  by God) and the cos­
m os (subjected to the law). This also furthered  h is  re s­
ponse to the m ain  trends in  the h is to ry  of w estern  ph ilo ­
sophy and the typo log ical differences between rep resen ­
ta tives  of successive ph ilosoph ical cu rren ts  of thought. 
Thus he considered it h is  duty to criticize all form s of sub ­
jectiv ism  in non-C hristian  circles, as w ell as  scho lastic  
notions in the scientific  endeavours of fellow C hristians, 
both con tem poraries and predecessors.

As h is ph ilosophic perspective  m atured, a critica l s tance 
developed at the sam e tim e tow ards h is  own academ ic 
background, includ ing  the philosophy  of the “idea of 
c rea tio n ” (Stoker). Influenced by h is  stud ies in the h is ­
tory  of w estern  ph ilosophy  and its d iverse ph ilosophic 
problem s, T aljaard  g radually  developed a d is tinctive  
view on specific topics. To him  it m eant m ore than  a 
scien tific  model, m ore than  a ph ilosoph ical theory , m ore 
than  a pre-scien tific  belief — it im plied a confession, 
based on the Word of God, indeed a re lig ious perspective  
and a w ay of life.
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In s p ir i t  he rem ained  c lose ly  attached  to the  thought- 
w orld  of V ollenhoven a fte r o b ta in ing  a doctorate in 
P h ilosophy  in 1954 w ith  a th e s is  on F ranz B rentano as 
ph ilosopher. Thus he sh ifted  the  accen t from  a Cosm o­
logy  (Dooyeweerd, S toker) to an  O ntology co m prising  
God, the law  and creation . He d issocia ted  h im se lf from  
the  phanero c ritica l ep istem ology  of S toker (and 
B avinck), and preferred , in  sim p le  diction, a d irec t re la ­
tion  of know er and know able. In h is  A n thropo logy  he 
s tressed  the hum an  h ea rt a s  a  tem poral, p re-functional 
cen tre  of a ll hum an ac tiv ity  — in  co n trad is tin c tio n  to the 
D ooyew eerdian conception  of a concen tra tion  p o in t of 
cosm ic d iversity . H is T heory  of Science acknow ledged 
the  necess ity  of a d irec t and free access of every  sc ien tist, 
inc lud ing  the ph ilosopher, to the  rev e la tio n  of God in  h is  
Word, deny ing  an exclu sive  access to Theology. G ra­
d u a lly  T aljaa rd  encountered  ch a llen g in g  prob lem s and 
puzzling , som etim es even unaccep tab le  d ifficu lties in 
accen tua tions  and ideas of k ind red  s p ir its  in  C alv in istic  
p h ilo sophy  and orthodox theology. Thus, for exam ple, he 
critic ized  S toker’s re lig io u s  a  priori, contingence-idea, 
p h ilo so p h y  of v a lu es  and concept of id iostances. Dooye- 
w eerd ’s exposition  of the idea of “so v ere ig n ty  and u n i­
v e rsa li ty  in  every  cosm ic sp h e re” T a ljaa rd  ev en tu a lly  
countered  w ith  an  O ntology of ex isten tia lia .

In th is  w ay studen ts  and co lleagues shared  the  b irth- 
p an g s  of h is ph ilosophy  — a ph ilo so p h y  w hich  T aljaa rd  
considered  B ib lica lly  ju s tified  though  no B iblicism ; 
science and in no w ay specu la tion ; s tre s s in g  the  so v er­
e ig n ty  of God and h is  Word, bu t no genuflex ion  to a theo- 
lo g is in g  of science. In c la ss  he com bined an  in fo rm al 
d idactic  approach  w ith  h is  f la ir  a s  conno isseu r of theo ­
re tica l term s. M any a s tu d en t and colleague, lis ten in g  to 
h im  in lec tu res or conversa tion , w as s tru ck  by the 
rem ark ab le  w ay in  w hich  old tru th s  som etim es m ade- 
th e ir  en trance. The rad ica lism  w ith  w hich he som etim es 
p resen ted  h is  ideas and e laborated  novel asp ec ts  of h is  
ph ilo so p h ica l perspective , s tru c k  m any  a  fo rm er p up il 
w ith  as ton ishm en t, and o ccasio n a lly  even shocked . . .

H isto ry  a tte s ts  th a t the  cou rse  of life of those  w ho design  
in d iv id u a l p a tte rn s  of thought, som etim es a g a in s t t ru s ­
ted conv ictions, is often one of in c re a s in g  lone liness  and 
academ ic iso la tion . B ecause of h is conv ic tion  and  d is ­
tin c tiv e  tem peram ent, P rof T a ljaa rd  could  no t be diplo-
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m atic  w ithou t sac rific in g  h is  convictions; he could not 
idly allow  the rip p les  a t the edges to accustom  public  op i­
nion w ithou t d isavow ing  the  re lig io u s m otive of h is  in ­
te llec tua l ideals. And yet he coupled h is  p lea  w ith  a s in ­
g u la r proviso , w hich  tim e and ag a in  echoed in  the  e a rs  of 
h is s tuden ts  : . . as fa r as  I can  d iscern  now  . . The  s in ­
cerity  and en th u siasm  of h is  sc ien tific  ideal cau g h t the 
eye even of those who differed basica lly . He m odified h is  
sy stem atics  and h is to rio g rap h ica l persp ec tiv e  w ith  an 
am azing  open-m indedness, focussing  on the needs of 
m an in  ou r tim e, and p a rtic u la rly  the p rob lem s of tw en­
tie th  cen tu ry  youth . No w onder th a t m any  a  s tuden t found 
in  h im  a k indred  soul, even a perso n a l friend. To h im  all 
hum an  ac tiv ity , a lso  h is  own, is  ac tiv ity  of the heart, a c ti­
v ity  w here the  w hole p erson  acts in  un ity  w ith  — or w ith ­
out — h is  F a th e r in  heaven.

A fter h is  re tu rn  from  the N etherlands in  1956 T aljaa rd  
w as prom oted to sen io r le c tu re r in  P h ilo sophy  a t the Pot­
chefstroom  U n iversity  for C h ris tian  H igher Education. 
In 1964 he becam e p ro fesso r and, w hen P rof S toker 
retired , he w as appoin ted  head of the departm en t of P h ilo ­
sophy in  1965. H is co lleagues cam e to know  h im  in  h is  
typ ical, som etim es hyper-dem ocratic  o rg an iza tio n  of h is  
departm ent, h is  zeal for a rea lly  rad ica l sc rip tu ra l 
science, w hich  should p enetra te  to the root of a ll thought, 
and h is  idealism  as fa r as  in te r-d isc ip lin a ry  com m unica­
tion  and con tinen ta l in te r-u n iv e rs ity  co -ord ina tion  w ere 
concerned. H is com m itm ent to and endeavours in  the 
in te res t of a C h ris tian  u n iv e rs ity , w here a C h ris tian  
ph ilosophy  w ould be accorded the basic  function  of g u id ­
ing  all concerned w ith in  the  academ ic com m unity  to an 
on to log ically  based C hristian  science, b rough t h im  to 
p a rtic ip a te  actively  in  v a rio u s  aspects  of academ ic life. 
T hus he served, for exam ple, on the  execu tive com m ittee 
of the In s titu te  for the A dvancem ent of C alv in ism .

A genu ine in te re s t in  education  and in  its  theo re tica l 
basis, s tim u la ted  h im  to a p h ilo soph ica l reflection  on 
education and the p rob lem s in h e ren t in  te ach in g  tech ­
n iques. D uring  the p a s t decade T aljaa rd  h a s  becom e in ­
creasin g ly  convinced of a  p re ss in g  need of w hat he te rm s 
‘po lished  le n se s’. The ‘le n se s’ of the ‘sp ec tac le s’ (pre- 
sc ien tific  v is io n  of rea lity ) th ro u g h  w hich  C h ris tian s  
reg ard  rea lity , had  to be po lished  . . .  w ith  a genu inely  
sc rip tu ra l concept of rea lity . H is A n th ropo logy  and
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Social T heory reg ard  m an  as an  en tity  ac tin g  in  all 
sp h eres  of com m unal life, each  sovereign  in  its  own 
sphere, bu t in  the serv ice  of the a ll-em bracing  kingdom  of 
God. A ccord ing ly  T a ljaa rd  could no t confine h im self 
exc lu siv e ly  to the c la im s of academ ic life. He served  in 
h is  chu rch  as  an  elder, addressed  South A frican  a u ­
d iences a t n a tio n a l g a th e rin g s , qualified  h im se lf as 
officer in  com m and of the U n iv ers ity  R egim ent. By w ord 
and deed — num erous a rtic le s  and  active  p artic ip a tio n  in 
school com m ittees a tte s t th is  — he fu rthered  the idea of a 
free independent school w hich belongs to n e ith er C hurch 
nor S tate, bu t w here the  S ta te  sees to the s tan d ard s  to be 
m et, the p a ren ts  fu lfil th e ir  rig h tfu l functions, and every  
teach er is  qualified  w ith  a t le a s t a  resp o n sib le  pre-scien- 
tific  view  as p a r t of h is  academ ic tra in in g . T aljaa rd  is  a 
fam ily  m an w ith  th ree  ch ild ren , a fam ily  devotedly  con­
cerned w ith  h is  jo y s  and so rrow s, h is  idea ls  and se t­
backs. »

A cknow ledgem ent cam e in  due course. S ince 1964 he has 
been a  fu ll m em ber of the  South  A frican  A cadem y for 
Science and  A rt, p ro v in g  h im se lf  a cu ltu ra l leader and 
p h ilo so p h er a t the sam e tim e. He se rv es  on the B u rsary  
C om m ittee for Theology, P h ilo sophy  and C lass ica l L an­
g uages of the  H um an S ciences R esearch  Council. F rom  
1972 to 1975 he w as the ch a irm an  of the P h ilo soph ica l 
Society  of S ou thern  A frica, a socie ty  of ph ilo so p h ers  
from  d ifferen t s ta tes , v a rio u s  com m unities  and d ifferent 
tren d s  of ph ilo so p h ica l thought: phenom eno log ists, 
e x is ten tia lis ts , la n g u ag e-an a ly tic a l p h ilo sophers, and 
also  a  su b s tan tia l n um ber of k indred  sp ir its  a ttached  to 
the idea of C hristian  sc ien tific  s tud ies. In sp ite  of the ra d i­
cal n a tu re  of h is  re lig io u s  p h ilo soph ic  m otive, one of h is 
se rio u s  concerns h as  been to com m unica te  w ith o ther 
p h ilo so p h ica l conv ic tions cu rre n t in S ou thern  A frica.

H is s tuden ts, co lleagues and friends know  him  in h is 
avow ed a ttachm en t to the sp ir i t  of the  R eform ation, and 
in  h is  efforts tow ards a  d is tin c tiv e  p h ilo so p h ica l com ­
m unity  in line w ith  it. In s ig h ts  m ay d iffer on how suc­
cessfu lly  he tau g h t h is  s tu d en ts  no t only  w hat to th ink, 
but in a construc tive , c ritic a l and se lec tive  w ay exactly  
how, no t only  that a C h ris tian  m ethodology is  possib le  
but also  its  re levance to p rac tica l research . But no one 
can deny th a t he exerted  h im se lf to g ive h is  s tuden ts  re le ­
v an t academ ic equ ipm ent, th a t he w as the person  who
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helped them  to take  the f irs t en th u sias tic  s teps tow ards 
so lv ing  d iverse  problem s. When on occasion  som e could 
not keep pace w ith  the developm ent of h is  ideas, and 
w hen o thers on the co n tra ry  th o u g h t fit to transcend  h is 
basic  p o in t of view , som etim es ex p lo ring  new horizons 
o r developing  d ifferen t w ays of th in k in g  and differen t 
ph ilo soph ica l s ty les, T aljaa rd  could not a lw ays fathom  
the m y ste ry  of d ivergence nor accom pany  the avan t 
garde. Yet even in c ircu m stan ces  such  as  these  the h a ll­
m ark  of h is  teach ing  is  ap p a re n t in  h is  fam ilia r advice:

.. do not sw ear by the w ords of an  ea rth ly  teacher .. 
And tha t, the c ritica l sp irit, is  the ch a ra c te ris tic  tra i t  of 
those s tuden ts  w ith  w hom  he w orked m ore in tim ate ly .

Of course  ou r b iog rap h ica l sketch  could not su ffic ien tly  
h ig h lig h t every  con tribu tion  T aljaa rd  m ade to v ario u s  
p h ilo soph ica l d isc ip lines, bu t a t le a s t one p erspective  is  
clear: a ll the  sub jects  on w hich  he w orked, like A n th ro ­
pology, E p istem ology, Socia l Theory, Ph ilosophy  of 
E ducation and of A rt, E th ics and the H isto ry  of P h ilo ­
sophy, find a  sh arp  focus in  h is  a ll-em bracing  ontology: 
the being of God, the law  and the  creation .

Rev J A  Kruger.
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