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Background and purpose of the research


The seasonal fluctuations of demographic events  in rural Russia mentioned by Russian and Western scholars since the middle of the XIXth century had been traditionally explained by cultural factors, mainly by seasonal religious constraints of marriages. Many authors considered a seasonality of births and infant deaths as a response to seasonal fluctuations of marriages, that often led to an overestimation of the impact of cultural factors on infant mortality in comparison with the environmental and socio-economic ones. The purposes of presented paper were 1) to check on whether strong seasonality of marriage affected the monthly distribution of births and infant deaths and 2) to estimate hypothetical infant mortality levels expected in the absence of significant seasonal fluctuations of marriage. 





Data and methods which were used


Our study is based on the set of original data on population of three villages (Vykhino, Zhulebino and Vyazovki) in Moscow region (nearly 1500 peasants serfs of both sexes) collected from parish registers. The authors analysed time series of marriages (582 records), births (3687 records) and infant deaths (1231 records) for the period 1815-1861, taking into account birth and marriage orders. Demographic and statistical methods were used to obtain the results.





Main results


Our analysis shows a strong seasonality of marriages caused by Orthodox constraints that left as few as 3 months a year when marriages were allowed. The vast majority of marriages was registered in January-February (nearly 45 % of total number of marriages) and in October-November (35 %). In the absence of birth control the monthly fluctuations of marriages determined a seasonality of first births that usually followed the peaks of marriages with an11-month lag. On the contrary, we observed a steady reduction in seasonality for the births of second and higher orders. Seasonal fluctuations of infant mortality show a significant summer peak and less marked winter one. 





Conclusions


Religious traditions and constraints seemed to play a significant role in determining seasonal patterns of marriage, but did not strongly affect fertility or infant mortality which seem to be more sensitive to the climate or to agrarian  work cycle. On the other hand, we did not find a significant correlation between seasonal distributions of births and infant deaths.


