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OPERATIONAL PRINCIPLES OF CRIMINAL DEPARTMENTS  
OF THE SUPREME COURTS IN THE RIGHT-BANK UKRAINE  

(1791–1831) 
 
Abstract 
The objective of this paper is to study the operational principles of the criminal 

departments of the main courts in the Right-Bank Ukraine when addressing the cases 
of nobility, serfs and burghers. The functioning of these institutions was a part of 
policy of the supreme power to gain the loyalty of the Polish nobility. The research 
methodology is based on the application of the principles of scientism, objectivity, 
historicism and systematicity. Using the historical-systemic, historical-comparative, 
structural and functional methods, the article describes the differentiated attitude of 
the authorities to the nobles, serfs and burghers, which resulted in the minimization of 
social and political tension; it was emphasized that the adaptation of the judiciary to 
the requirements of imperial policy made the Polish nobility reconcile with Russian 
domination. The scientific novelty of the research is to find out the attitude of the 
supreme power to the nobility, the peasantry and the bourgeoisie through the prism of 
the criminal departments’ activities of the chief courts in the course of building 
relations between the empire and the suburbs in the context of the judicial systems’ 
adaptation. Evidence has been provided that the principles of the court’s activity were 
questioned by the state, but instead sought to apply another principle — ethnic loyalty. 
The restoration of the elements of the Polish judiciary by Paul I became the basis for 
consensus in the relations between the nobility and the supreme power. In order to 
achieve the loyalty of the local elite, a flexible policy was pursued in the judicial 
sphere, which, together with the preservation of property and power over the serfs, 
reconciled it with Russian domination. With the help of the provincial chief courts, the 
state corrected the judicial system in order to minimize social and political tension. 
Predictably, the authorities’ attitude to the crimes committed by nobles was less 
severe. Also, maintaining landowners’ control over serfs was a factor in gaining the 
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loyalty of the local elite, but the dominant courts in their European form were not 
widespread in the region. For all types of crimes, serfs were subject to the jurisdiction 
of the county courts, the proceedings of which were audited by the criminal 
departments of the chief courts. Corporal punishment was applied to peasants and 
burghers. However, bourgeois’ support was important to the authorities, so ma-
gistrates were retained on the Right Bank. Comparing the bourgeois Jews with the 
representatives of other nationalities caused their confidence in the Russian judiciary 
to increase. 

The coming to power of Nicholas I meant the cessation of the policy of indirect 
leadership in the region, which led to the elimination of elements of the Polish-
Lithuanin Commonwealth judiciary. 

Keywords: the Russian Empire, the Right Bank Ukraine, Provincial Supreme 
Court, judicial system, Polish nobility, serfs, burgers, imperial loyalty. 
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