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Focus:  

Patterns of multilocality and resulting changes, risks and 
opportunities for people’s livelihoods at different places 

 

 

Structure:  

• Conceptual background 

• Multilocal livelihoods in Kyrgyzstan  

• Conclusion  

 

 



Debates and concepts 
• Migration & mobility 

– Transnational social spaces (Pries, 1999, 2010)  

– Multilocality, responsibilities at different places (Schmidt-Kallert 2009, 

Weichhart 2009, Thieme 2008, Rogaly & Thieme 2012) -> translocality debates  

• Transition, continuities and change in post-socialist contexts (Buchli and 

Humphrey, 2007; Sykora and Bouzarovski, 2012) 

• Development oriented research (e.g. Bebbington, de Haan & Zoomers)  

 

Power/inequalites 

• Relational approach: understanding practises and societal relations 
which produce inequalities and power asymmetries in different 
global contexts (Bourdieu 1983, Bourdieu & Waquant 1992, Thieme 2008, Thieme 

and Siegmann 2010, Wiesmann & Messerli 2007; Defner & Hafenburg 2014) 



Theoretical Approach 

• Skills, property, family networks etc. 
are capitals (social, human, 
economic) 

• People are acting in social fields e.g. 
field of labour, finance, education 
(Bourdieu et al. 1992) 

• Possibilities to act depend on 
capitals  

• Value of kinds of capital depend on 
social fields 

• Capitals can be transformed 

• Relations between people in place of 
origin and place of work) 

• Struggle, power imbalances, 
inequality 

South Kyrgyzstan 



 

 
 

 



Where do people go back to? 

• Clear intention of return to Kyrgyzstan 

“Migrants bring a lot of money here. I think that they will only 

leave temporarily. They are not going to settle down there 

[Russia and Kazakhstan]”. (Mayor of the municipality, 50 years, 2007) 



Establishing a new home in urban areas (Bishkek) 

• ‘My younger sister trades in Almaty and so do I. 

We bought two houses in Bishkek. In the long 

run I am going to live in Bishkek. (Satirbek, 33 years old, 

Almaty, 2010)  

 

Visiting parents in rural areas  

• “I go to the village, meet my parents, stay 10 

days and then I return. There aren’t any young 

people.” (Male trader, 2010, 25 years, resident of Bishkek, but for 

business reasons he visits Almaty on a regular basis) 

 



Retirement - longing to return to rural area (place of birth) 

• „We will return. We have a house and cattle there. We have a 
nice house there. We maintain it in a very good way.” (Mr. 
Kubatbekov, 45 years old, Bishkek, 2007) 

 

 

No finances to invest in urban areas, staying as long as 
necessary in Kazakhstan/Russia but placing future/retirement 
in rural area (husband’s village) 

 

 

Place of home reduces risks of irregular international migration 
(„Fall-back strategy“) - pregnancy, medical care at home 



 

 



Remittances  

 

• High pressure to support family  

“Every family tries to support their own household as a priority, 
to build a house and buy livestock. (…) My family highly 
expects that I send money, so it is difficult, even when you 
are sick you have to work and earn money. You try to earn 
money even when you are sick. You realise that your family 
and your children expect your support. There is no other 
way, you have to work.” (Women, selling bread in a market in 
Almaty)  

 

• Investment of remittances: livestock, house, car, marriage 

• Livestock as symbol of wealth, stability, fall-back strategy  

• Livestock increasing (since 2000) 

• No investment in community projects 



 



Lack of workforce & qualified people in rural areas 

• Within households: livestock raising, hay cutting, 
cultivating fields (help by friends & relatives, 
payment of professionals, local day labourers paid 
by remittances, reducing production) 

• For service provision: livestock production, 
agriculture, medical care, education 

 

Do migrants gain new skills?  

• Brain waste/ devaluation of skills among older 
generation 

• Investment of remittances in education of children 
(mainly in urban centres)  

• Young people (school/university age) migrate and 
combine work and education but also quitting 
school earlier in order to migrate 



Social protection and caring at distance 

“All my children are at different places. It’s not a normal family anymore. I would 

love to bring my children up, but because of the bad economic situation I don’t 

have any choice. I am their mother, and I know best how to treat my children. 

(...) My two-year-old girl couldn’t stay with my mother-in-law because she is too 

difficult and too young for my old mother-in-law, but for my middle daughter it 

was OK. My youngest daughter now stays with one of my aunts.” (female 

trader in Almaty) 



Consequences of family separation  

• For children not clear yet: 
remittances for better 
nutrition & education vs. 
changes in care 
arrangement, 
psychological stress 

• For elderly not clear yet: 
tradition that youngest son 
stays with wife is changing 

 

South Kyrgyzstan 



New places of work and life 

• Pressure to send remittances but also status increase 
at home  

• Deskilling among older generation ->  settlement –> 
education of children 

• People (school/university age) migration & work or 
quitting school earlier to migrate 

• Work: irregular, casual, precarious -> prevents multi-
locality of livelihoods 

• High commercialisation of daily life  

• Transit by train/bus: high vulnerability of passengers 

• Changing migration and trading policies 
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• NCCR N-S & Panos SAS collaboration  

• Research: S. Thieme, Script: S. Barbora & S. 
Thieme, Film: K. Ahmed, U. Bardoloi, S. 
Kashyab  

• Screenings 2008/09: e.g. place of origin in 
South Kyrgyzstan, Human Rights Watch 
Filmfestival Bishkek & Ethnographic 
Filmfestival Zurich, guest seminars at Uni 
Stanford and Berkeley  



Conclusion  

Empirical 
Bridging urban-rural and national-international divides with a multi-local 

perspective on regional migration dynamics  
• New chances/ deliberations but also stresses and dependencies 
• Multi-locality constraint by restricted migration regulation and irregularity 
• Roles, status, spaces for action and negotiation differ at the places – 

closely linked to age/generation, gender, economic and residential status 
 
 
Conceptual & methodology 
Bridging development and migration studies discourses with social theory 
• Bourdieu’s Theory of Practice fruitful analytical instrument for 

understanding power relations and the hidden and thus very resilient 
dialectics between social structure and social practice 

• Analytical level always matters 
• Multisited research, quantitative & qualitative methods and film 





• Thank you! 


