

Can the clergyman possess serfs? Interventionist state and particularistic privilege clashing in courts of the province Estland during the Regency Era (1783–1796)

Abstract
During the Russian rule in the Baltic provinces Estland and Livland that followed the Swedish supremacy after 1710, Baltic German estates enjoyed unprecedented autonomy in local matters. In Estland only with the introduction of the Regency in the 1780s, state power started to intervene in town and land, quite radically in the fields of administration and justice. This paper takes up a specific economic aspect of Estland’s ecclesiastical law during these times of change and examines a court case, which was dealt with by a variety of judicial bodies for four years. The latter included Estland’s provincial government and courts of all three levels, the office of the Regent (i.e. the Baltic Governor General) and the imperial Senate. At stake was nothing less than the corporative right of the clergy to possess serfs. 
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