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Abstract

The objective of this paper is to examine the social policies of the Danish
Absolute Monarchy’s latter period, with a particular focus on King Christian VII’s
initial tenure (1766-1772).

Christian VII (1766-1808), son of Frederik V, ascended the throne at the age of
17. He was subsequently married to his cousin, Caroline Mathilde (1751-1755),
whose brother was the English king George III. As a result of his mental illness,
Christian VII was unable to effectively govern the country. Consequently, the
German court physician J.F. Struensee (1737-1772) proceeded to assume control of
the political apparatus. Struensee was offered a permanent position as court
physician during the royal tour in late 1768. This position, coupled with the
growing intimacy with the lonely Queen Caroline Mathilde, afforded Struensee
considerable potential power. He initially dismissed the king’s favourites and
political opponents. In December 1770, he abolished the Royal Council and in July
1771, he became royal secretary at the cabinet of the king, thereby enabling him to
sign documents in the name of the now incapacitated king. Over the course of 16
months, he had dictated the internal policy of the Danish government through a
flood of cabinet orders. Struensee sought to modernise Danish public
administration and society. His most significant reforms are as follows:

1) The practice of torture and the death penalty for a number of offences (such as

infanticide) were abolished.

2) Tllegitimate children were granted the same rights as legitimate.

3) The censorship of the press was abolished.
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4) Several religious holidays were abolished.

5) The practice of preferring nobles for state offices was abolished.

In the early morning of 17 January 1772, Struensee and his associate Brandt
were apprehended in their beds. Following a hastily convened trial, they were
convicted of high treason and subsequently executed in a manner that was
perceived to be particularly brutal. Subsequently, the Queen was arrested and the
marriage was dissolved. Caroline Mathilde was relocated to Celle in Hannover,
where she died of an epidemic a few years later.

Struensee's reforms were Enlightenment-inspired and conducive to the
modernisation of Denmark. However, he was a foreigner (German) and his reforms
were implemented too rapidly and in too short a time to be fully adopted. It could
be argued that he was perhaps ahead of his time to a greater extent than was
prudent. Ultimately, he ascended to the role of head of the king's cabinet, thereby
acquiring a degree of authority commensurate with that of an absolute monarch.

This form of government is characterised as a "cabinet-led absolute monarchy".
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