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	The formation of a Liège National Convention between 1792 and 1793: a political and legal novelty?
1) [bookmark: _Hlk201654446]The Prince-Bishopric of Liège in 1792: A Divided Country at War (DIA 2)
The Prince-Bishopric of Liège was a small polity within the Holy Roman Empire, founded in the 10th century. Its political history, marked by a succession of civil wars starting from the 14th century, had endowed it with complex institutions where power was shared between the Prince-Bishop, a territorial Prince of the Empire elected by the chapter of Saint Lambert's Cathedral in Liège, and the Estates of Liège, a semi-permanent assembly of the principality's orders.
These orders were divided into three categories. In order of political importance, the First Estate was the clergy, represented exclusively by the canons of the cathedral who referred to themselves as the Primary Clergy. The Second Estate was the nobility, which represented both the aristocracy and the peasantry. By the end of the 18th century, the high nobility had confiscated the right of representation, and the number of deputies sent to the Estates did not exceed twenty people. Finally, the Third Estate was that of the privileged burghers of the twenty-three "Good Cities". They represented the interests of the merchant class and the wealthy corporations of the principality. However, since 1684, the Prince-Bishop had reserved the right to designate most of the deputies, effectively making the third order a mere chamber for registering princely will.
Yet, the role of the Estates was paramount in the Liège political system. They were solely responsible for the administration of the Public Treasury. They voted on taxes, managed military and civil expenditures, and supervised public works. Furthermore, the Estates voted on laws proposed by the Prince-Bishop by a unanimous vote. The refusal of a single order implied the bill had to be returned to the Prince-Bishop's Privy Council, a sort of central government.
But the clergy's dominance over the institution quickly served to weaken the Estates. Consequently, on the eve of the Liège Revolution of August 18, 1789, the Prince-Bishop no longer burdened himself with the deputies' vote but adopted laws by ordinance. This method of operation, combined with the revolutionary wave coming from America and France, prompted a segment of the bourgeois elite in the City of Liège, and subsequently the eponymous principality, to rise in August 1789 against the prince and the cathedral.
(DIA 3)
Between August 18, 1789, the symbolic date of the princely palace's seizure by the crowd, and January 12, 1791, the date Imperial troops entered Liège, the Liège Revolution, inspired by the French Revolution without imitating it, attempted to reform the old institutions and create new ones more in line with the ideas of the late century.
Nevertheless, internal divisions as well as pressures from Austria, France, and Prussia prevented the people of Liège from progressing. Their reform projects remained unfinished, while the war with the Imperial troops, mandated to restore the episcopal regime, plunged the country into instability. Consequently, in January 1791, the Liège revolutionaries, having now embraced the ideals of the French Revolution, fled to Paris where they found a declining monarchy and a Legislative Assembly eager to wage the fight against Europe.
In Liège, the forced return of the Prince-Bishop and the violent repression that followed stiffened the resolve of the more moderate elements who had decided to give the restored episcopal regime a chance. Many hoped that Leopold II, Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire would encourage the Bishop towards clemency. However, while the Bishop, as a Catholic prelate, was ready to forgive, the Prince of the Empire, whose authority had been flouted, wished to make an example. The revolutionaries who had fled were condemned to death in absentia, while those who had remained were arrested.
Naturally, the princely repression was instrumentalized in Paris by the exiled people of Liège and the French who supported them. The people of Liège, accompanied by some Belgians who had fled the arrival of Austrian troops in the Austrian Netherlands (which had also been in revolution since 1789), prepared the way for a French military intervention.
2) The French Intervention: Imposing the French Model or Creating New Institutions? (Dia 4)
Their wish was realized on November 28, 1792. The army led by General Dumouriez entered the City of Liège fourteen days after capturing Brussels. Austrian troops had withdrawn after their defeat at Jemappes on November 6, 1792, and the Prince-Bishop of Liège had hastily left his palace for Düsseldorf.
Dumouriez imposed new leaders on the population, drawn from the Liège revolutionaries exiled in Paris. Yet, there was no question of annexing the principality to the Republic. On the contrary, the General presented himself as a disinterested liberator who allowed the Belgian-Liège populations to resume their revolutions. Some even spoke of a Second Liège Revolution to describe this brief period between November 1792 and January 1793. Freed from the moderate revolutionaries of 1789, protected by the French army, and endowed with very extensive powers, the new masters of Liège could, in theory, draft a new Constitution purged of feudalism and the episcopal regime.
In practice, new divisions emerged between the "Ultras" (partisans of an unadulterated transposition of the French model) and the "Moderates" (supporters of adapting republican principles to Liège's particularisms). These two factions were fueled by the nascent divisions between Dumouriez and his superiors in Paris. 
(DIA 5)
The general had arrived in Belgium equipped with the decree of the National Convention of November 19, 1792. This decree stipulated that the old Belgian-Liège constitutions and institutions, being too marked by feudalism, would be suppressed, but that the liberated peoples would have full latitude to form new ones, provided that the principle of the Sovereignty of the People was respected.
However, the position of the Convention in Paris was evolving towards an imposed annexation of Belgium to France, both due to its vital position in the European context and the growing importance of the debate surrounding France's natural borders. Thus, the voice of the Liège Moderates, who pleaded for transforming the Ancien Régime Estates into a kind of National Assembly and for safeguarding medieval liberties, represented a threat.
On the ground, the balance of power adopted the form of a triangle composed of Dumouriez (loyal to the principles of November 19), the Representatives on Mission mandated by Paris (advocates of forced annexation), and the people of Liège (torn between Moderates and Ultras). Relying on his prestige and the support of the troops, Dumouriez pushed the people of Liège to form new institutions, notably to elect a Liège National Convention that would be free and independent of France.
(DIA 6)
The people of Liège proposed that a suffrage would take place to elect one hundred and twenty deputies who would form a Liège National Convention responsible for drafting a new constitution. With Dumouriez agreement, the Municipal Council, which became the provisional government, met in early December 1792. Its members had been chosen from among the Ultras of the Revolution, as the Moderates had refused to sit in an institution, they considered illegitimate.
The Council took charge of organizing the legislative elections. Due to its sympathy for the Montagne faction, it drew up the electoral map, prepared the summonses, and diffused voting instructions drafted by the French Minister of Foreign Affairs, Lebrun-Tondu, himself a former Liège revolutionary. The instructions were simple so that the population, mostly illiterate, could vote. Supporters of the old constitutions were branded as dangerous counterrevolutionaries, and defenders of the Liège Estates were considered part of the "triple aristocracy of the clergy, the nobles, and the Good Cities".
To ensure that the population, particularly in the remote thioise areas, voted in accordance with the wishes of the Ultras, the Municipal Council mandated "patriotic missionaries" according to an opaque designation process. Provided with a safe-conduct pass delivered by the French military authority and approved by Paris, they could freely circulate in Liège territory, requisition all resources deemed useful for holding the vote, and control the electoral process.
(DIA 7)
The new electoral map divided the principality into thirteen districts, modeled on the quartiers, the name given to the Ancien Régime fiscal jurisdictions. Each district was allotted a number of seats proportional to its population, for a maximum of one hundred and twenty deputies across all districts. However, recent studies have shown that this distribution contained biases. For example, the City of Liège, itself divided into sixty sections within the districts, was allotted 16% of the seats to be filled, although its population represented 23% of the principality's total population.
The voting rules, inspired by the standards imposed in France for the municipal elections in the autumn of 1792, also excluded most of the population. While the Liège revolutionaries of 1789 had established a census suffrage limited by the age and residence of the voters, the 1792 authorities ruled that all men, regardless of wealth, aged twenty-one and residing in Liège territory for a certain number of years, had the right to vote. Women, children, foreigners, as well as persons in a situation of dependence (either working for a foreign power or serving the executive power) were excluded.
The relative haste with which the election was organized did not allow for the emergence of new structures. Rural communities, called to the polls for the first time in history, assembled according to medieval prescriptions, namely in Plaids généraux. These annual meetings between the population and their authorities served to review the community's economic and political situation to plan for the following year. In no case could the Plaids généraux elect deputies or deliberate on national affairs.
The population, often gathered under the guidance of former local notables, had to choose, from among their fellow citizens, as many candidates as there were seats to be filled in the district. The Municipal Council of Liège had banned candidacies and electoral campaigns to prevent former nobles and clerics from imposing themselves on a population accustomed to living under their domination. Each voter had to write the names of their candidates in advance and deposit their ballot in an urn installed at the seat of their community. The urns were then taken to the district capital for the vote counting under the supervision of a patriotic missionary. Candidates who obtained more than 50% of the votes were elected in the first round. A second round was organized with a simple majority if seats remained unfilled.
In practice, the election was tainted by several irregularities which proved, in the eyes of the Moderates and opponents of the Revolution, that France had no intention of allowing the people of Liège to be free. First, most of the rural population was illiterate. It was therefore impossible for them to read the summonses, the electoral regulations, or to write their ballot independently. Voters had to dictate the names of their candidates to a third party, opening the door to pressure and fraud. Next, the patriotic missionaries had primarily been mandated to ensure that the results did not contradict the Ultras' ambitions. The agents of the central power therefore artificially modified the results in certain districts, and sometimes illegally appropriated a deputy mandate.
Finally, the official reports show a very low turnout, particularly in the most remote parts of the principality. Thus, the first enlarged suffrage in the history of the Prince-Bishopric of Liège was a relative failure. However, we must remain cautious regarding these observations. The archives, being fragmentary and biased, do not allow for a full understanding of each electoral assembly, and the provided estimates remain approximate. The most abundant, and best-preserved, records are those of the City of Liège. However, the capital was far from representative of the entire Liège territory.
The low turnout of the people of Liège in the suffrage can, nevertheless, be explained by several factors. First, economic factors. The most modest inhabitants could not afford to abandon, sometimes for several days, their work and thus their income to go and vote, a practice still largely unfamiliar to a population that had endured a Revolution, a restoration, an invasion, and a second Revolution in three years.
Second, political factors. A segment of the population, notably among the old elites, abstained from voting to signal their discomfort with the Revolution and the new regime. Some even considered this election a waste of time given the increasingly strong signals from the National Convention regarding the annexation of Liège to France.
(DIA 8)
The first consequence of this abstention was that the Ultras comprised most voters who went to the polls, thus giving the majority to the radical deputies. Second, a few leading figures of the 1789 Revolution were elected, sometimes against their will. Third, the countryside elected some local lords and clerics, confirming the attachment of these populations to their notables.
52% of those elected took the oath of fidelity to the Revolution. 14% refused to sit, officially for reasons of health or distance, although the private correspondence of some indicates their disapproval of the French methods. Finally, the remaining 34% did not present themselves at the Convention's seat in the City of Liège and did not follow up on their summons. At its first session, the Liège Convention had only thirty deputies.
Ultimately, this situation mattered little. On December 15, 1792, the French National Convention voted in favor of placing the previously liberated peoples under guardianship, on the grounds that they had strayed too far from the revolutionary ideal. In fact, and in law, this decree nullified the creation of an independent Liège National Convention as well as the plan to draft its own Constitution. Nevertheless, the future of the deputies was not so definitively sealed. Probably to appease an already recalcitrant population, the french representatives proposed to transfer the elected members of the Liège Convention to the new Provisional Central Administration responsible for managing the country and its annexation. Officially established in January 1793, this nascent institution attempted to resolve the issue of annexation and prepare the people of Liège to become French.
3) The Creation of a Liège National Convention: A Political and Juridical Novelty? (DIA 9)
Overall, the formation of the Liège National Convention can be summarized as a political failure. However, the episode is nonetheless instructive. Firstly, the electoral results, uncertain as they may be, show a relative continuity between the first and second Liège Revolutions. The City of Liège remained the bastion of the revolutionary movement, while the countryside was more detached from events. Secondly, the moderate faction of the Revolution remained tenacious, as many of its leaders were elected as Convention deputies. Finally, the moment of the Liège Convention was a major point of inflection in its constitutional history, materialized a few weeks later by the suffrage on annexation. It represented, as S. Dubois wrote, a "divorce between patriotism and réunionisme," the former defending the idea of a second Liège Revolution restoring the old constitutions, while the latter supported the imperative nature of an imminent annexation to the Republic.
This conflict of tendencies was reflected in Lebrun-Tondu's correspondence. Summarizing the opposition, the Minister of Foreign Affairs regretted that the people of Liège, like the Belgians, remained attached to their old constitutions. In his view, all useful measures should be taken to abandon these old texts and adopt republican principles. To achieve this, the French agents had to demand the literal application of the decree of December 15, 1792, despite the tyrannical nature of the measure.
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