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CHAPTER [
INTRODUCTION

I
A PERSONAL SKETCH OF TURGOT

Anne Robert Jacques Turgot, Baron de |’ Aule, was born in 1727 of an
ancient and noble house. From his boyhood he was thoughtful, modest,
and serious-minded and, when a student, saved his pocket-money for his
needy friends. Though noble by lineage and brilliant in intellectual endow-
ments, he lacked self-confidence, was shy and confused when in the compa-
ny of strangers. His parents thought it best for him to prepare for the
priesthood and, after having gone through the lyceum, he was sent to the
seminary of Saint-Sulpice. Turgot fulfilled all the requirements of the semi-
nary and studied his lessons in theology and apologetics conscientiously;
but, contrary to the usual practice, he voluntarily devoted his spare time to
a wider field of study. Besides religion in general, he was interested in all
the current problems of politics and economics.

He could not but feel the anti-clerical and secular current of his age.
He was daily further and further away from the orthodoxy of the Catholic
Church. But he was considerate and moderate even in his rebellion; he re-
mained reverential throughout his life and never hurt or angered his friends
or relatives by blatant blasphemy or fruitless disputes. He never lost his
faith in God, but to the end of his days held to the belief of an Almighty
Crea\or and Upholder of the Universe.

Turgot continued his studies at the Sorbonne after he had taken his
bachelor’s degree in theology at Saint-Sulpice. Here he won immediate rec-
ognition from professors and students alike and, within six months, was e-
lected by his associates to be their Prior, 1750. On taking office it was cus-
tomary for the Prior to deliver a discourse, and Turgot chose as his subject

Les Avautages que |’ Etablisement du Christianisme a procures au Qeure
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Humain. © The discourse showed clearly that Turgot had abandoned official
Christianity. For he hardly made any reference to dogmas, forms, observ-
ances, and miracles, but, instead, he laid great stress upon Christian mo-
rality, upon the pagan world and the superiority of the new religion. He
made it clear that he was opposed to religious intolerance and disliked prose-
lytism. He ignored Churchmanship, but paid his tributes to Christianity.

This discourse served to increase his popularity among his younger as-
sociates and even a few bishops, though wise old theologians shook their
heads in disapproval. But he neither daunted by criticism nor spoiled b{ ad-
miration. A few months later he gave his second and far more important
discourse, which was a concise presentation of his philosphy of history. @

These two discourses as well as Turgot’s later writings showed that he
was well read. He made all knowledge his province; though mainly inter-
ested in politics and economics, he did not neglect mathematics, natural his-
tory, philosophy, and the classics.

He was a copious correspondent and was on intimate epistolary terms
with most of the leading thinkers and writers of his time. The reform of
France was constantly in his mind and he was busily engaged in public busi-
ness throughout his adult life till his retirement from the Controller-Gener-
alship in 1776. But to the end of his life he was every now and then studying
mathematics and astronomy under the guidance of the writings of Newton,
Euler, and other competent authorities. In the realm of natural science he
was particularly interested in geology and corresponded and discussed its va-
rious problems with Buffon. He was a master in classical knowledge and his
facility in Latin made it possible for him to write and deliver his two dis-
courses in the Sorbonne in that language.

Among the modern languages besides French, he at least knew English
and German very well, as can be seen from the fact that he made transla-
tions of leading English and German writers, not only economists and politi-

cal theorists, but also literary men and poets. He made a translation, for

@ Qeuvres de Turgot (ed. Schelle), t. 1, pp. 194—214,
@ See below, Chap. [, Section [.



example, of Pope’s Universal Prayer O—a fact which incidentally serves as
an indication of the Stoical character of Turgot’s personal religion.

In 1751, when only twenty-three years old, Turgot left the Sorbonne
and had to meet the question of his future profession. He decided to aban-
don the idea of entering the priesthood, but resolved to enter into public
service. His friends and associates pointed out to him that he would achieve
success and honor to his family in the Church. But Turgot gave a very apt
reply to all these friendly advices: “Je ne veux pas porter toute ma vie un
masque sur le visage. 7@

On abandoning the ecclesiastical state, he became an Avocat du Roi au
Chatelet, with the idea of overcoming his natural timidity by forcing himself
to speak in public. In 1753 he became a Master of Requests in one of the
newly instituted Chambers of Requests, thus arousing the bitter hatred of
the old members of the Parlement, which had just been abolished and re-
placed by a new system of courts known as the Chambers of Requests. He
fulfilled his duties conscientiously and his devotion to the public good as
long as he held office was “not merely a passion”, according to Malesher-
bes, “but a rage”. ©®

His public duties, however, did not deter him from his studies. It was
at this period of his life that he made his contributions to the Encyclope-
die—Etymologie, Existence, and Expausibilite. @ Each of these articles,
so different in subject-matter from one another, was recognized as authori-
tative. In the same period of his life (1753—1754), Turgot made his admi-
rable defence of religious toleration. ®

buring this period Turgot was also studying political economy, which
had not yet been formulated into a science. But economic and financial prob-
lems were daily becoming more and more important; the fate of the monar-

chy depended on their satisfactory solution. The Physiocrats were starting

Qeuvres de Turgot, t. 2, pp. 7T01—703.
Ibid. , t. 1, p. 34.

White: Seven Great Statesmen, p. 178.
Qeuvres de Turgot, t. 1, p. 55.

See below, Chapter [l + SectionlV.

@eeeee



