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1.0 Summary (max 200 words) 

 

In 2015 Norway celebrated the centenary of The Castbergian Child Laws. The laws 
regarding the welfare of children were named after the politician Johan Castberg, who 
was the primary driving force behind the ground-breaking reform.  

 

The Castbergian Child Laws were highly progressive for their time, giving so-called 
illegitimate children equal inheritance rights from both parents regardless of their 
marital status, and the right to the paternal name.  

 

Despite being criticized for undermining traditional family values and promoting 
promiscuity, the laws were passed on 10th April 1915. 

 

Norway was among the first countries to pass new laws on the status of extra-marital 
children. This provided an example for other Nordic and European countries. 

 

According to the new laws, both parents were obliged to provide for the child born 
outside marriage. If the father was unwilling or unable to pay, the mother was entitled 
to some financial support. It was also seen as crucial to reduce child mortality and 
prevent hidden pregnancies which happened more frequently outside marriage.   

 

The Parliamentary Archives of Norway wish to nominate the archival material 
documenting this legislative process. The material includes petitions handed over to 
Parliament by organizations and individuals from across the country. 

 
 

2.0 Nominator   

 

2.1 Name of nominator (person or organization) 

Archives of the Storting [the Parliamentary Archives of Norway] 

 

2.2 Relationship to the nominated documentary heritage 

Owner 

 

2.3 Contact person(s) (to provide information on nomination) 

Egil Borlaug, Head of the Storting Archives 

Trine Berg Kopperud, Adviser 
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2.4 Contact details 

Trine Berg Kopperud Stortingsarkivet, Stortinget, 0022 Oslo 

 

23 31 26 68 

23 31 36 70 

 Trine-berg.kopperud@stortinget.no 

 

   

3.0    Identity and description of the documentary heritage  

 

3.1  Name and identification details of the items being nominated 

 

Name: Stortinget [the Norwegian Parliament] 

 

Identification details: 

1904/1905: Private Member’s Bill submitted by Johan Castberg. 

1909: Proposition to the Odelsting 

1910: Private Member’s Bill submitted by Johan Castberg and H. K. Foosnæs 
(Members of Parliament)  

1912 Proposition to the Odelsting  

1915 Sanction of the laws 

1915 Petitions to Parliament  

 

-  

 

3.4 History/provenance 

 

The Archives of the Storting [the Parliamentary Archives of Norway] preserves 
archival material created by the Parliament and the administration of the Storting. The 
holdings include material dating back to 1814, when the Norwegian constitution was 
adopted. 

 

The first Head of the Storting Archives was appointed in 1818, and since then the 
Storting has kept its own records and protocols in the Archives of the Storting (except 
during the second world war, when the archives were temporarily relocated). 

  

The archival material we have chosen to nominate is part of the historical archives of 
the Storting. Changes in the administration of the Storting led to changes in the 
archival procedures during this period. As a result of this, we have not been able to 
retrieve all of the original documents related to The Castberg Act. However we do 
have the printed versions of the documents to help us determine the course of events.  

 

 

 

4.0    Legal information 

 

4.1 Owner of the documentary heritage (name and contact details) 

mailto:Trine-berg.kopperud@stortinget.no
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Name 

Stortinget 

[The Norwegian Parliament] 

Address 

0026 Oslo 

 

Telephone 

23 31 36 70 

F
a
c
s
i
m
i
l
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Email 

arkivet@stortinget.no 

 

 

 

 

4.2 Custodian of the documentary heritage (name and contact details if different from the owner) 

Name 

Stortingsarkivet 

[The Archives of the Storting] 

Address 

0026 Oslo 

 

 

 

 
Telephone 

23 31 36 70 

 Email 

arkivet@stortinget.no  

 

 

 

 

4.3 Legal status 

 

The Castbergian Child Laws are part of the historical archives of the 
Norwegian Parliament. Preserving the archival material is a primary task of the 
Archives of the Storting, and the Parliament itself has the legal responsibility. 

 

4.4 Accessibility 

 

The transcribed versions of the documents from the legislative process can be 
accessed in the Records of the Storting (stortingsforhandlinger), which are available 
both in print and online. 

https://www.stortinget.no/no/Saker-og-publikasjoner/Stortingsforhandlinger/ 

 

The original records and the petitions may be accessed by visiting the Archives of the 
Storting. We have a reading room at our disposal, and we provide visitors with the help 
they require. The archives are freely accessible, but originals may not be loaned to 
external users, unless for extraordinary purposes. 

 

Some documents have been digitized, and were made available to the public on our 
website on the occasion of the centenary. This is a work in progress.    

https://www.stortinget.no/no/Stortinget-og-demokratiet/Historikk/de-castbergske-
barnelover/ 

 

 

4.5 Copyright status 

 

There are no copyright restrictions. 

 
           

mailto:arkivet@stortinget.no
mailto:arkivet@stortinget.no
https://www.stortinget.no/no/Saker-og-publikasjoner/Stortingsforhandlinger/
https://www.stortinget.no/no/Stortinget-og-demokratiet/Historikk/de-castbergske-barnelover/
https://www.stortinget.no/no/Stortinget-og-demokratiet/Historikk/de-castbergske-barnelover/
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5.0 Assessment against the selection criteria 

 

5.1 Authenticity. 

 

The various documents related to the Castbergian Child Laws have been preserved 
in the Archives of the Storting since they were created in the period 1904-1915. This 
assures the authenticity of the documents. 

 

 

5.2  World significance  

 

Norway was among the first countries to pass a law on the status and rights of 
children of unmarried parents. In this way Norway provided an example for other 
Nordic and European countries. Other Nordic countries such as Finland and Denmark 
passed similar laws in the 1920s and the 1930s, while Sweden adopted similar 
legislation as late as 1969. In comparison the Castberg Act was radical for its time – 
focusing on the child as a legal entity.  

 

There were other countries with similar kinds of financial support for unmarried 
mothers and their children. Hence the most radical part of the legislation initiated by 
the social-liberal politician Johan Castberg (with help from his sister-in-law Katti Anker 
Møller) was the legal equality of all children, regardless of legitimacy. This included 
the right to inherit the father and the right to carry his name. 

 

“Impetus to the recognition of inheritance rights between an illegitimate child and his 
father was given by Norways’s Castberg Law of 1915.” (“Inheritance”, Encyclopædia 
Britannica, 15th Edition, 1974)  

 

 

 

5.3 Comparative criteria:  

 

1  Time 

 

At the beginning of the twentieth century social affairs made its way into politics in 
Norway. The Storting set up a Standing Committee on Social Affairs in 1894, and in 
1913 the new Ministry of Social Affairs was established. Johan Castberg was 
appointed the first Minister of Social Affairs.  

This happened the same year as women in Norway gained the right to vote in general 
elections. The women’s rights movement was on the rise.  

The Castbergian Child laws (1915) gave children born outside of marriage the same 
legal rights as the so-called legitimate children. The legislation was an important 
milestone in the early stages of development towards a Norwegian welfare state. The 
laws made Norway a European pioneer of children's rights. 

 

 

3  People  
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The opponents of the new legislation argued that equal rights for the so-called 
illegitimate children would put the institution of marriage under pressure. Johan 
Castberg and others responded with arguments about social justice and improved 
conditions for unmarried women and for their children.  
The petitions to Parliament show us that the legislation Castberg initiated was 
controversial, even among women. Put simply, one could say that the majority of the 
conservative women opposed the law, claiming it posed a threat to traditional values. 
While most Labour Party women and liberal women supported the law, and 
acknowledged the need for support for the so-called illegitimate children and their 
mothers.  
 
 

4  Subject and theme 

 

The subject matter of the document is the main reason for the nomination. The 
Castbergian Child laws eliminated the differences between children born in and out of 
wedlock with regard to their legal status. They ensured that children could inherit their 
father and carry his name, regardless of their legitimacy. 

 

For Johan Castberg the aim was to help ensure children’s living conditions and 
upbringing. He referred to statistics which showed that infant mortality was higher 
among the so-called illegitimate children. This needed to be adressed. Castberg 
worked closely with his sister-in-law Katti Anker Møller, who was active in the 
women’s movement and deeply concerned with the rights of mothers and children. 
Møller later established the first Hygenic mother’s clinic (Mødrehygienekontor) in Oslo. 

 

There had been debates on the legitimacy of children and their legal rights in previous 
years, but this time the efforts led to radical changes in legislation. 

 

 

6.0  Contextual information 

 

6.1  Rarity 

 

The archival material constitutes an important part of the documentation of children’s 
rights. Secondly the petitions to Parliament document how large groups of the 
population, primarily women, related to the proposed laws. The petitions are unique. 

 

6.2  Integrity  

 

The documents have been securely kept in the Archives of the Storting since they 
were created.  
 

 

 


