
may 17 norway history

may 17 norway history holds a significant place in the cultural and national identity of Norway.
Known as Constitution Day, May 17 commemorates the signing of the Norwegian Constitution in
1814, a pivotal event that laid the foundation for modern Norwegian sovereignty and democracy. This
day is not only a symbol of national pride but also a celebration rich with traditions, parades, and
communal festivities. Understanding the origins, key historical moments, and contemporary
celebrations of May 17 provides insight into Norway's path to independence and its enduring values.
This article explores the detailed history behind May 17, the events leading up to the constitution's
adoption, the evolution of the holiday, and how it is observed today across Norway.
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The Historical Background of May 17 Norway History
The historical context leading to the significance of May 17 in Norway is deeply intertwined with the
nation's struggle for independence and self-governance. Prior to 1814, Norway was part of the
Kingdom of Denmark-Norway, a union that lasted for centuries. The Napoleonic Wars profoundly
affected the political landscape of Europe, including Scandinavia. Denmark-Norway allied with France,
which ultimately led to its defeat and the Treaty of Kiel in January 1814. This treaty forced Denmark
to cede Norway to Sweden, igniting Norwegian resistance and aspirations for sovereignty.

The Union with Denmark and Its Impact
Norway's centuries-long union with Denmark shaped its political and cultural institutions but also left
the country without an independent constitution or parliament. The Danish king ruled from
Copenhagen, and Norway had limited self-rule. Despite this, Norwegian national identity persisted,
fueled by cultural and linguistic distinctiveness.

Influence of the Napoleonic Wars
The Napoleonic Wars destabilized the existing alliances and led to the Treaty of Kiel, in which
Denmark ceded Norway to Sweden. This political upheaval created an opportunity for Norwegian
leaders to assert sovereignty and draft a constitution.



The Signing of the Norwegian Constitution in 1814
May 17, 1814, marks the day when the Norwegian Constitution was signed at Eidsvoll, a historic
manor north of Oslo. This document was one of the most liberal and democratic constitutions of its
time, inspired by Enlightenment ideas and other constitutions such as those of the United States and
France. The constitution established Norway as an independent kingdom with a separation of powers,
basic civil rights, and a parliamentary system.

The Eidsvoll Assembly
The assembly at Eidsvoll consisted of 112 delegates known as the "Fathers of the Constitution." These
representatives came from various regions and social classes, united by the goal of securing Norway’s
independence. Over several weeks, they debated and crafted the constitution, which was finalized
and signed on May 17.

Key Principles of the 1814 Constitution
The constitution emphasized several groundbreaking principles for its time:

Separation of powers among the executive, legislative, and judicial branches

Establishment of a constitutional monarchy

Guarantees of individual freedoms and rights

Universal male suffrage for certain classes

National sovereignty resting with the people

Development of May 17 as a National Holiday
Though the constitution was signed in 1814, May 17 did not immediately become a widely celebrated
national holiday. The subsequent union with Sweden imposed restrictions on Norwegian self-rule, and
the day was often viewed with political caution. It was only in the late 19th century that May 17
gained prominence as a symbol of Norwegian identity and independence.

Political Context Post-1814
Following the constitution, Norway entered into a union with Sweden that lasted until 1905. During
this period, Norwegian nationalism grew, and May 17 became a focal point for expressing patriotic
sentiment and advocating for greater autonomy.



The Rise of Public Celebrations
The 1860s and 1870s saw the emergence of public festivities, including parades and speeches,
organized by patriotic societies, schools, and local communities. The day increasingly represented
national pride and cultural heritage rather than just a political milestone.

Traditions and Celebrations of Constitution Day
Today, May 17 is celebrated across Norway with vibrant and joyous traditions that reflect the
country’s history and values. These celebrations emphasize community participation, family, and
national pride, making it one of the most important public holidays in Norway.

Children’s Parades
One of the most iconic elements of May 17 celebrations is the children's parade (barnetoget), which
takes place in towns and cities throughout the country. Thousands of children march through the
streets, often dressed in traditional Norwegian costumes called bunads, carrying flags and singing
patriotic songs.

Traditional Clothing and Flags
Many Norwegians wear the bunad, a traditional folk costume that varies by region, showcasing
Norway’s rich cultural diversity. The national flag is prominently displayed, symbolizing unity and
pride.

Community Festivities
Communities hold various events such as speeches by officials, concerts, folk dances, and the serving
of traditional foods like hot dogs and ice cream. Schools and local organizations organize activities
that engage citizens of all ages.

May 17 Norway History in Contemporary Society
In modern Norway, May 17 remains a powerful symbol of democracy, independence, and cultural
heritage. The holiday reflects the values enshrined in the original constitution and continues to foster
a strong sense of national identity among Norwegians both at home and abroad.

National Identity and Unity
May 17 serves as an annual reminder of the country’s historical journey toward self-determination
and democratic governance. It reinforces national unity by bringing together people from diverse
backgrounds to celebrate shared values.



Global Celebrations
Norwegian communities worldwide also observe Constitution Day with parades and events,
highlighting the global diaspora’s connection to their heritage. These international celebrations
underscore the enduring significance of May 17 Norway history beyond its borders.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the significance of May 17 in Norway?
May 17 is Norway's Constitution Day, celebrating the signing of the Norwegian Constitution at Eidsvoll
in 1814.

When was the Norwegian Constitution signed on May 17?
The Norwegian Constitution was signed on May 17, 1814.

How is May 17 celebrated in Norway?
May 17 is celebrated with parades, traditional costumes called bunads, music, speeches, and various
public festivities across Norway.

Why is May 17 called 'Syttende Mai' in Norway?
'Syttende Mai' means 'Seventeenth of May' in Norwegian, referring to the date of the Constitution Day
celebration.

What historical events led to the Norwegian Constitution on
May 17, 1814?
Following Denmark-Norway's defeat in the Napoleonic Wars, Norway sought independence, leading to
the drafting and signing of the Constitution on May 17, 1814.

Who were the key figures involved in Norway's May 17, 1814,
constitutional assembly?
Key figures included Christian Magnus Falsen and Johan Sverdrup, among 112 representatives who
gathered at Eidsvoll to draft the Constitution.

Has May 17 always been a public holiday in Norway?
May 17 has been celebrated since 1814 but was officially designated a public holiday in 1906.

What symbols are commonly associated with Norway's May 17



celebrations?
Norwegian flags, bunads (traditional clothing), and children’s parades are common symbols of May 17
celebrations.

Additional Resources
1. May 17th: Norway’s Constitution Day and Its Roots
This book explores the historical significance of May 17th, Norway’s Constitution Day, tracing its
origins back to 1814. It delves into the political and social contexts that led to the drafting of the
Norwegian Constitution at Eidsvoll. The author also examines how this day became a symbol of
national identity and pride throughout Norwegian history.

2. The Eidsvoll Assembly of 1814: Birth of a Nation
Focusing on the pivotal events of 1814, this book provides an in-depth look at the Eidsvoll Assembly
where Norway’s constitution was drafted. It highlights the key figures involved, the debates they
faced, and the lasting impact of their decisions on Norwegian history. The narrative places May 17th
in the broader European political landscape of the time.

3. Celebrating Freedom: May 17th Through the Centuries
This title chronicles how May 17th has been celebrated across different eras in Norway’s history. From
early modest gatherings to large-scale national festivities, the book illustrates how traditions evolved
to reflect the country’s growing sense of independence and unity. It also touches on the cultural
significance of parades, speeches, and symbols like the Norwegian flag.

4. Norway in 1814: A Nation’s Struggle for Independence
Set against the backdrop of the Napoleonic Wars, this book examines Norway’s political struggle in
1814, culminating in the creation of its constitution on May 17th. It details the challenges posed by
union with Sweden and the efforts of Norwegian leaders to assert sovereignty. The work provides a
comprehensive understanding of the turbulent year that shaped modern Norway.

5. May 17th Parades and National Identity in Norway
This book analyzes how May 17th parades have become a vital expression of Norwegian national
identity. It discusses the development of parade traditions in cities and rural areas, including the
involvement of schools, veterans, and local organizations. The author also explores how these
celebrations foster community spirit and historical awareness.

6. The Role of the Norwegian Constitution in Shaping Modern Norway
A detailed examination of Norway’s constitution adopted on May 17, 1814, this book discusses its
principles, innovations, and influence on Norwegian governance. It traces constitutional amendments
and how the document has guided Norway through political changes and modernization. The book
situates May 17th as a cornerstone of Norway’s democratic tradition.

7. Women and the May 17th Celebrations: A Historical Perspective
This work sheds light on the role of women in the history and celebrations of May 17th. It highlights
key female figures who contributed to Norway’s independence movement and how women’s
participation in festivities has evolved. The book also considers the broader impact of gender on
national celebrations and identity.

8. May 17th in Norwegian Literature and Art



Exploring cultural expressions of May 17th, this book surveys how Norwegian writers, poets, and
artists have portrayed Constitution Day over the years. It examines themes of patriotism, freedom,
and national pride found in literature and visual arts. The study reveals how art and literature have
helped shape and reflect Norwegian historical consciousness.

9. The Evolution of May 17th: From Political Event to National Holiday
This book traces how May 17th transformed from a political milestone into a widely celebrated
national holiday in Norway. It looks at historical milestones in the recognition of the day, changes in
public perception, and the institutionalization of celebrations. The author provides insight into the
social and cultural factors that solidified May 17th’s place in Norwegian life.
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