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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 (1772-1784).

Christian VII (1766-1808), son of Frederik V, ascended the throne at the age of
17. 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 a follower of the Enlightenment and tried to change Denmark by
issuing cabinet decrees in rapid succession (over 1800 decrees in almost in 2 years).
However, this was a reform that ignored the realities of Denmark at the time and
caused a backlash. This led to a coup d'état in January 1772, during which
Struensee was arrested and finally put to death in a cruel manner for high treason.

After Struensee's downfall, the Empress Dowager Juliane Marie and her son and
king’s brother-in-law Frederik, together with O. Guldberg led the political process
and conservative reactionary politics in Denmark. Most of the social policies of the
Struensee period were rejected. Guldberg gradually seized power and practically
ran Danish politics while the king was psychotic. Formally, however, he conducted
politics within the cabinet (notably by issuing cabinet decrees), as had done during
the Struensee period.

During the Guldberg period, there were signs of nationalism, partly because
Struensee was a German, and only Danish nationals were allowed to serve as

officials (Law of 24t July 1776). Furthermore, Danish language replaced German
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at central administration. Moreover Danish became an independent subject in
Latin schools (1775). Thus, Danishness became more important at this period.

As for agricultural and peasant policy, enclosures were advanced from around
1760 by decrees, and a decree of 23th April 1781 stipulated that the state was to
finance them. This led to more efficient farming in the face of rising grain prices.
Ultimately, like the Struensee period, the reign of Guldberg is characterised as a

"cabinet-led absolute monarchy"
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