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ENDOWMENTS

Article * Fondation
'

in the i

Encyclopedic
' ]

[Written in 1756. Much has been done since Turgot's time,

and much in the direction he has indicated. But we give the

article as written, nearly verbatim. It is still not without some

application to present-day discussions.]

Hofound, in the sense in which we are now using the word,

is to assign a fund or a sum of money in order to its being

employed in perpetuity for fulfilling the purpose the founder

had in view, whether that purpose regards divine worship, or

public utility, or the vanity of the founder—often the only

real one, even while the two others serve to veil it. . . .

Our intention in this article is limited to examining the

utility of foundations in general, in respect to the public

good, and chiefly to demonstrating their impropriety. May
the following considerations concur with the philosophic

spirit of the age, in discouraging new foundations and in

destroying all remains of superstitious respect for the old

ones !

1. A founder is a man who desires the effect of his

1 See supra, p. 19. The publication of the Encycloptdie, the most famous

literary achievement of the eighteenth century, was begun in July 1751, unde

the editorship of Diderot and D'Alembert. During the long course of its issue

(twenty-nine years) it was several times suppressed by the Government, in

deference to the Church, but influential sympathisers from time to time suc-

ceeded in gaining its reappearance. The original edition consists of thirty-five

volumes folio. There were about one hundred and sixty contributors, including

Voltaire, Kousseau, Euler,Marmontel, Montesquieu, D'Anville, Quesnay, Turgot,

Daubenton. Diderot was general editor to the last, but D'Alembert retired in

1758.
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own will to endure for ever. Now, even if we suppose
him to be actuated by the purest motives, how many
reasons are there to question his enlightenment ! How
easy it is to do harm in wishing to do good ! To foresee

with certainty that an establishment will produce only the

effect desired from it, and no effect at variance with its

object ; to discern, beyond the illusion of a near and

apparent good, the real evils which a long series of unseen

causes may bring about ; to know what are the real sores

of society, to arrive at their causes, to distinguish remedies

from palliatives ; to defend oneself against the prestige of a

seductive project, to take a severe and tranquil view of it

amidst that dazzling atmosphere in which the praises of a

blind public, and our own enthusiasm, show it us sur-

rounded
; this would need the effort of the most profound

genius, and perhaps the political sciences of our time are

not yet sufficiently advanced to enable the best genius
here to succeed.

By these institutions support is often given to a few

individuals against an evil the cause of which is general,

and sometimes the very remedy opposed to the effect

increases the influence of the cause. We have a striking

example of this kind of abuse in the establishment of

houses designed as asylums for repentant women. In

order to obtain entrance, proof of a debauched life must be

made. ... I know well that this precaution has been made
in order to prevent the foundation being diverted to other

objects ; but that only proves that it is not by such establish-

ments, powerless against the true causes of libertinage,

that it can be combated. What I have said of libertinage

is true of poverty. The poor have incontestable claims on

the abundance of the rich
; humanity and religion alike make

it a duty on us to relieve our fellow-creatures when under

misfortune. It is in order to accomplish these indispensable
duties that somany charitable establishments have been raised

in the Christian world to relieve necessities of every kind, that

so many poor are gathered together in hospitals and are fed
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at the gates of convents by daily distributions. What is the

result ? It is that precisely in those countries where gra-

tuitous resources are most abundant, as in Spain and some

parts of Italy, there misery is more common and more

widely spread than elsewhere. The reason is very simple,

and a thousand travellers have observed it. To enable a

large number of men to live gratuitously is to subsidise

idleness and all the disorders which are its consequences;
it is to render the condition of the ne'er-do-well preferable

to that of the honest working-man. Consequently it

diminishes for the State the sum of labour and of the pro-

ductions of the earth, a large part of which is thus left

necessarily uncultivated. Hence frequent scarcities, the

increase of misery, and depopulation. The race of in-

dustrious citizens is displaced by a vile populace, composed
of vagrant beggars given up to all sorts of crime. . . .

From this loss of the labour and wealth of the State there

results a great increase of public burdens, thrown on the

shoulders of the industrious man, and an increase of all

the disorders we see in the present constitution of society.

It is thus that the purest virtues can deceive those who
surrender themselves without precaution to all suggestions

that they inspire. But if these pious and respectable

designs contradict in practice the hopes that were conceived

for them, what must we think of those endowments

(undoubtedly numerous) whose only motive and object is the

satisfaction of a frivolous vanity ? I do not fear to say that

were we to weigh the advantages and the disadvantages of

all the foundations in Europe, perhaps there would not be-

found one which would stand the test of an enlightened

scrutiny.

2. But of whatever utility a foundation might be at its

conception, it bears within itself an irremediable defect

which belongs to its very nature—the impossibility of main-

taining its fulfilment. Founders deceive themselves vastly

if they imagine that their zeal can be communicated from

age to age to persons employed to perpetuate its effects.
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There is no body that has not in the long run lost the spirit

of its first origin. There is no sentiment that does not

become weakened, by mere habit and by familiarity with the

objects which excite it. What confused emotions of horror,

of sadness, of deep feeling for humanity, of pity for the

unfortunates who are suffering, does that man experience

who for the first time enters the ward of a hospital ! Well,

let him open his eyes and look around. In this very place,

in the midst of these assembled human miseries, the

ministers provided to relieve them walk about with an air

careless and expressionless ; they mechanically and without

interest distribute from invalid to invalid the food and the

remedies prescribed, and sometimes do so even with a brutal

callousness ; they give way to heedless conversation, and

sometimes to ideas of the silliest and the grossest ; vanity,

envy, hatred, all the passions reigning there, as elsewhere, do

their work, and the groans from the sick-bed, the cries of

acute pain, do not disturb the habitues any more than the

murmur of a rivulet interrupts an animated conversation.

Such are the effects of habit in relation to objects the most

capable of moving the human heart. Thus it is that no

enthusiasm can be constantly sustained. And how without

enthusiasm can ministers of a foundation fulfil its purpose

always and with precision ? What interest, in their case,

can counteract idleness, that weight attached to human
nature which tends constantly to retain us in inaction?

The very precautions which the founder has taken in order

to insure for them a constant revenue dispenses them from

meriting it by exertion. Are there superintendents, in-

spectors, appointed to see the work of the foundation carried

out ? It will be the same with these inspectors. If the obstacle

to the right working comes from idleness, the same idleness

on their part will prevent them from exposing it
;

if the

abuse proceeds from pecuniary interest, they will too readily

share in it. Supervisors themselves would need to be super-

vised. . . . Thus almost all old foundations have degene-
rated from their primitive institution. Then the same
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spirit which had devised the first has created new ones on

the same plan, or a different plan, which, after having de-

generated in their turn, are displaced in the same manner.

Measures are ordinarily so well taken by the founders to

protect their establishments from exterior innovations, that

generally it is found to be easier to found new establishments

than to reform the old; but, through these double and

triple renovations, the number of useless mouths in society

and the sum of wealth kept from general circulation are con-

tinually increased. [After having alluded to the case of

foundations being affected, and often prevented, by changes
in the value of money, he proceeds :

—
]

3. I will suppose that a foundation has had at its origin

an incontestable utility, that sufficient precautions have

been taken against its degeneration through idleness and

negligence, that the nature of its funds has sheltered it

from the revolutions of monetary changes, then I say that

the very immutability which the founders have succeeded in

giving it is still a great public impropriety, because time

brings about new revolutions which will sweep away the

utility, the foundation once fulfilled, and will render its con-

tinued operation even injurious. Society has not always
the same needs

;
the nature and dispositions of properties,

the divisions between different orders of the people, opinions,

manners, the general occupations of the nation or of its

different sections, the climate even, the maladies and the

other accidents of human life—all experience a continual

variation. New needs arise, others cease to be felt. The

proportion of those remaining declines from day to day, and

along with them the utility of the foundations designed to re-

lieve them diminishes or disappears. The wars of Palestine

gave rise to innumerable foundations whose utility ceased with

the wars. Without speaking of the military religious orders,

Europe is still covered with leper hospitals (maladreries) ,

although for long leprosy has been almost unknown. The

greater number of foundations long survive their utility : first,

because there are always men who profit by them, and who
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are interested in maintaining them
; secondly, because even

when we become convinced of their inutility, we make long

delays before deciding either upon the measures or the

formalities necessary to overthrow establishments consoli-

dated for many centuries, or deciding upon the use or the

distribution we should make of their property.

4. I have said nothing of the splendour of the buildings
and of the pomp connected with some of the grand foun-

dations. It would be perhaps to value very favourably the

utility of these objects if we estimated them at one hun-

dredth part of the whole cost.

5. Woe to me if my object be, in presenting these

considerations, to concentrate man's motives in his mere

self-interest, and to render him insensible to the sufferings

or the happiness of his fellow-creatures, to extinguish in

him the spirit of a citizen, and to substitute an indolent

and base prudence for the noble passion of being useful to

mankind. In place of the vanity of founders, I desire that

humanity, that the passion of the public good, should pro-

cure for men the same benefits, but more surely, more

completely, and at less cost, and without the drawbacks of

which I have complained.

Among the different needs of society intended to be

fulfilled by means of durable establishments or foundations,

let us distinguish two kinds. One belongs to society as a

whole, and is just the result of the interest of each of its

members, such as the general needs of humanity, suste-

nance for everyone, the good manners and education of

children, for all families. ... It does not require much
reflection to be convinced that the first kind of social needs

is not of a nature that can be fulfilled by foundations, or by

any other gratuitous means, and that, in this respect, the

general good ought to be the result of the efforts of each

individual for his own interests. Every able-bodied man

ought to procure his subsistence by his work, because if he

were fed without working, it would be so at the cost of

those who work. What the State owes to all its members
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is the destruction of the obstacles which impede them in

their industry, or which trouble them in the enjoyment of

the product which is its recompense. While these obstacles

subsist, particular benefits will not diminish the general

poverty, for the cause will remain untouched. For the

same reason every family owes education to the children

who are born to it, and it is only from the efforts of each in

particular that the general perfection of education can arise.

If you amuse yourself to endow masters and bursaries in

colleges, the utility of which will be felt only by a small

number of scholars, favoured by chance, who have not

perhaps the necessary talents to profit by them, that will

be, for the whole nation, but a drop of water spread on a

vast sea, and you will have procured, at very great expense,

very small results. And then you have accustomed people
to be ever applying for these endowments, and (not always)

receiving them, and to owe nothing to themselves. This

sort of mendicity spread over all conditions of men degrades
a people and substitutes for the high impulses a character

of lowness and intrigue. Are men powerfully interested in

that good which you would procure for them ? Leave them
free to attain it ; this is the great, the only principle. Do they

appear to you to be actuated by less ardour towards it than

you would desire to see ? Increase their interest in it. You
wish to perfect education—propose prizes for the emulation

of parents and children, but let these prizes be offered to

whosoever can merit them, offered at least to every order

of citizens
;

let employments and places become the recom-

pense of merit, and the sure prospect of work, and you will

see emulation struck up at once in the heart of all families.

Your nation will soon be raised above its old level, you will

have enlightened its spirit, you will have given it character,

you will have done great things, and you will have done all

at less expense than founding one college.

The other class of public needs intended to be provided
for by foundations comprise those regarded as accidental,

which, limited to particular places and particular times >

Q
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enter less into the system of general administration, and

may demand particular relief. It is desired to remedy the

hardships of a scarcity, or of an epidemic, to provide for the

support of some old men, or of some orphans, for the rescue

of infants exposed, for the working or maintaining works to

improve the amenity or the salubrity of a town, for the

improving of agriculture or some arts in a backward con-

dition in a locality, for rewarding the services rendered by
a citizen to the town of which he is a member, to attract

to it men celebrated for their talents. Now, it is before all

necessary that the means taken by public establishments or

foundations should be the best in order to procure for their

subjects all these benefits as fully, as possible. The free em-

ployment of a part of the revenues of a community, some

contribution of all its members in the case of the need being

pressing and general, with a free association of, and volun-

tary subscriptions of some generous citizens, in the case of

the need being less urgent and less generally felt—here is

the true means of fulfilling all kinds of schemes really

useful, and this method will have the inestimable advantage
over foundations, that it is subject to no great abuse. As
the contribution of each is entirely voluntary, it is im-

possible for the funds to be diverted from their destination.

If they were, their source would be soon dried up. There

would be no money sunk in useless expenses, in luxury, or

in building. It is a partnership of the same kind as those

made for business, with the difference that its object is only
the public good ;

and as the funds are employed only under

the eyes of the shareholders, these are able to see them em-

ployed in the most advantageous manner. Resources would

not be permanent for needs that are temporary; succour

would be given only to the portion of society that suffered,

to the branch of commerce that languished. If the need

ceased, the liberality would cease, and its course would be

directed to other needs. There would never be useless

repetitions of schemes, because the generosity of the public

benefactors would be determined only by the actual utility
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recognised. In fine, this method would withdraw no funds

from general circulation, the lands would not be irrevocably

possessed by idle hands, and their productions under the

hands of an active proprietor would have no limit except
that of their fecundity. Is it said that these ideas are

chimerical? England, Scotland, Ireland are full of such

voluntary associations, and they have experienced from

them, for many years, the happiest effects. What has

taken place in England can take place in France, and the

English have not the exclusive right to be citizens. We
have already in some provinces examples of such associa-

tions, which prove their possibility. I would cite in

particular the city of Bayeux, whose inhabitants are

associated in order to banish begging entirely from their

town, and have succeeded in providing work for all

able-bodied mendicants, and alms for all those unfit for

work. This fine example deserves to be proposed for the

emulation of all our towns. Nothing would be so easy, if we

really willed it, as to direct to objects of certain and general

utility the emulation and the tastes of a nation so sensible

to honour as ours is, and so easy to lend itself to all the

impressions which the Government might know how to

give.

6. These reflections ought to strengthen our approval of

the wise restrictions which the king, by his edict of 1749,

has made to the liberty of creating new foundations. Let us

add that they ought to leave no doubt on the incontestable

right possessed by the Government—in the first place, in the

civil order, next, by the Government and the Church, in the

order of religion
—to dispose of old foundations, to extend

their funds to new objects, or, better still, to suppress them

altogether. Public utility is the supreme law, and it ought
not to be nullified by any superstitious respect for what we
call the intention of the founder—as if ignorant and short-

sighted individuals had the right to chain to their capricious

wills the generations that had still to be born. Neither

should we be deterred by the fear to infringe upon the

a 2
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pretended rights of certain bodies—as if private ,
bodies had

any rights opposed to those of the State. Citizens have

rights, and rights to be held sacred, even by society
—

they
exist independently of society, they enter into it with all

their rights, only that they may place themselves under the

protection of these same laws which assure their property
and their liberty. But private bodies do not exist of them-

selves, nor for themselves ; they have been formed by society,

and they ought not to exist a moment after they have ceased

to be useful.

We conclude. No work of man is made for immortality ;

and since foundations, always multiplied by vanity, would in

the long run, if uninterfered with, absorb all funds and all

private properties, it would be absolutely necessary at last

to destroy them. If all the men who have lived had had a

tombstone erected for them, it would have been necessary,

in order to find ground to cultivate, to overthrow the sterile

monuments and to stir up the ashes of the dead to nourish

the living.
1

1 (Euvres de Turgot, i. 299-309.


