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CHAPTl8R 20 

Converging views on multi-sited 
territories in the soiuthern Altiplano 

in Bolivia and soutl1ern Mozambique 

Sara Mercandalli and Geneviève Cortès 

I n the context of globalization in its renewed form since the late 1980s, rural soci­
eties in the countries of the Global South are undergoing a dual process: on the one 
hand, an increased diversification of family activities (Reardon, 1997; Barrett et al, 
2001) and, on the other, the complexification and intensification of their mobility 
and of urban-rural relationships, without rupturing of links with their places of origin 
(Ma Mung et al., 1998; Tacoli, 2002; Cortès and Faret 2009). Migration trajectories 
are becoming increasingly complex and int:egration networks are diversifying their 
modalities of support. 

CONCEPT OF THE 1 MULTl-SITED TEIRRITORY' IN THE CONTEXT 
OF THE SOUTHERN ALTIPLANO IN l8ouv1A 
AND SOUTHERN MOZAMBIQUE 

Echoing these processes, the concept of the multi-sited territory (Cortès and Pesche, 
2013) makes it possible to take certain modern forms of territoriality into account 
(Giraut, 2013). It is a matter of perceiving the territory- in its role as a space that is 
simultaneously lived in, functional and organizational- notas a 'uni-located, contig­
uous and delimited space' but as 'a space that .is multi-located, discontinuous, dispersed 
and mobilizes interactions between places' corresponding to 'archipelagic and retic­
ular logics' (Ibid., 289). The migration of rural populations, coupled with the dispersal 
of the family group over several residentiaJl and working spaces (Fréguin-Gresh et 
al, 2015), is a particularly relevant key to umderstanding multi-sited territories and 
their scope in terms of territorial development. In fact, dispersal mechanisms are 
called into question with regard to overcomi:ng the network-territory duality (Painter, 
2009), i.e., the logic underpinning the 'networking' of family members (nuclear and 
extended) which creates a space for social and economic interactions at the regional, 
national and international levels. On the one hand, we hypothesize that the social and 
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spatial link maintained between the places of mobility and sedentarity prevent family 
breakups and fragmentation, the multi-localized space thus continuing to 'form' the 
territory, and, on the other hand, that the flows and circulations (of individuals, goods, 
money) that organize the multi-sited terTitory are 'resources' from the point of view 
of farnily livelihoods (Mercandalli, 2015) and of the development of rural territories. 

On the basis of surveys that allowed the reconstruction of familial, occupational and 
residential trajectories of rural farnilies of the southern Altiplano in Bolivia (Vassas 
Toral, 2015; Cortès and Vassas Toral, 2017) and of southern Mozambique (Mercan­
dalli, 2015), this chapter examines the: scope of migratory practices and of the 
multi-localization of familles that are at the heart of the construction of multi-sited 
territories. We try to show how, based on differentiated modalities and conditions in 
these two regions, the circulations that shape multi-sited territories allow the accumu­
lation of assets (material or non-material) within families, thus constituting a resource 
for territorial development. The two reg;ions under study have in common the fact 
that they have been driven for a long rime now by migratory phenomena. However, 
each is subject to very distinct processes of change linked to specific regional and 
international contexts. On the Bolivian Altiplano, migrations are reconfiguring in 
the context of the rapid integration of export-oriented quinoa producers into the 
world market (Winkel et al, 2016). In southern Mozambique, migrations are recon­
figuring as an integral part of the historical links between this region's economy and 
neighbouring South Africa (First et al, 1998). It is thus this diversity of multi-sited 
territories, with regard to their relationship to territorial development, which appears 
interesting to study. 

fROM THE DIVERSITY OF MULTl··SITED TERRITORIES 
AND THEIR LINKS TO TERRITORIAL DEVELOPMENT 

A first point of convergence that structures multi-sited territories of the two case 
studies are the migratory practices adopted by populations over a long period of 
time, partly due to harsh agroecological conditions and their distant location from 
economic centres of development. 

The southern Altiplano in Bolivia, arid and cold highlands on the periphery of the 
axis formed by La Paz, Cochabamba and Santa Cruz, offers few local opportunities. 
Long-distance trading networks and the cultural and familial ties maintained by the 
populations have always linked this region to a wider space of circulation . Since the 
colonial period, the livelihoods of rural families have combined agriculture, barter, 
seasonal work in the country's mines and other associated activities, such as trans­
porting minerais to Chile. These initial forms of mobility and pluriactivity, which 
were generally aimed at supplementing the food suppl y, gave way to mobility for work 
to generate income for acquiring goods.1be 1970s witnessed an increasing number of 
people migrating for longer durations to the country's urban centres (Oruro, La Paz, 
Cochabamba, etc.), a phenomenon that developed in parallel to the mobility for work, 
which often took place in local areas. In the 1980s, the attraction of urban centres 
and the lowlands was complemented by :a strong dynamic of international migration, 
especially to Chile and Argentina. 
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In southern Mozambique, a semi-arid reg~ion of extensive farming and livestock 
rearing, the importance of migratory practiiees of rural families, beyond the existing 
pre-colonial mobility, is fundamentally linked to the colonial political economy 
with neighbouring South Africa. From 1895 until the country's independence 
in 1975, the region was subject to labour export agreements between this Portu­
guese colony and South Africa, serving as a labour reserve for the latter's mining 
sector. This system, which affected up to one-third of the male labour force for 
80 years, established the major migration 1routes of families to the South African 
mining regions that endured in post-independent Mozambique, in conjunction 
with the rise of interna! migration to majior Mozambican cities (Maputo, Beira, 
Inhambane, etc.), linked to the end of the: civil war (1992) and the development 
of the informa! economy in sectors like sales, construction, transportation and 
public administration. 

Linked to the first point, a second element structuring multi-sited terri tories concerns 
the mechanisms of multi-localization and pluriactivity of familles, which can be 
gauged through the analysis of migratory trajectories. The reconstruction of indi­
vidual trajectories provides clear examples of the intensity of the mobility and of 
its reticular territorial configurations. Numierous Bolivian familles affirm that their 
members have migrated on 20 to 30 occasions (interna! and international) during 
their life cycles to more than a dozen different places. Their trajectories indicate a 
very high level of pluriactivity for both women and men (agriculture, employment 
in the construction sector, mining and mechanics, domestic servants, agricultural 
employment). Similarly, in Mozambique, family trajectories over the past ten years 
show up to five mobility events in three or four different national and international 
cities, linked to different types of employment (salaried, self-employed) in one or 
more sectors (mining, construction, services such as small-scale food trade, building, 
etc.). In both regions, some individuals combine different activities during a single 
migration period. 

However, although dispersion and spatial discontinuity are aspects of multi-sited 
territories, they are not sufficient attributes. 

A third point of convergence is that multi-sited territories are spaces that are struc­
tured, organized and constructed on the basis of a relational system that binds 
dispersed and distant places socially and economically. 

In both the regions studied, the territorialization of familles is built on their capacity 
to capitalize on several places potentially conducive to mobillty and to harness spaces 
of collective migration and link them to the community space and the local produc­
tive system. Indeed, the territorial anchorages of these populations have multiplied, as 
they are widely spread out between the rural area and city of migration. The multi-sited 
terri tory is born from such a configuration and the relationships of this dispersion to 
the systems of activities. Because, while loc2ù anchoring (and the link to agricultural 
activity) is the first step in the territoriality of rural familles, their mobillty builds 
another level of their territoriality, this time linked to reticular mechanisms that link 
places with complementary resources, themselves a part of regional dynamics and 
globalization. It is indeed this multi-sited nature of family territorialities, resulting 
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from a permanent dialectic between here and there, which produces a multi-polar 
territory collectively shared at the family and the community levels. 

NETWORKS AND SOCIAL ORGAr"IZATION OF HOUSEHOLDS 

Two elements underpin the mobillty of familles and the spatial footprint of multi­
sited territories: on the one hand, the networks through which migrants obtain access 
to different assets in their places of insertion (employment, housing, skills, etc.) and, 
on the other hand, the social organization of households (familles that are monog­
amous, polygamous, within or outside the lineage, etc.). Places of multi-localization 
constitute a system and a resource, because they support linkages and circulations 
- material or non-material - between family members, and thus provide a basis for 
their social reproduction and day-to-day strategies. 

On the southern Altiplano in Bolivia, there are certain forms of mutual assistance 
which involve migrant members, residing outside the community, and working in 
the fields during labour-demand peaks in the cropping calendar. Another example 
of this form of linkage is the return of long-term migrants to live in their commu­
nities, and reclaiming their land for cultivation. While this situation has led to a 
re-ruralization of the region, it is yet to contribute to stabillzing the populations on 
the Altiplano. Returning migrants, far from re-settling in their original communi­
ties, often move between several places of residence. Finally, there are arrangements 
where non-resident migrants, who live in cities in Bolivia or Chile, lease their lands 
to permanent residents for cultivation. Profits from the harvest are shared, according 
to different forms of contractual arrangements, between the farming family and the 
urban landowner. 

In southern Mozambique too, there exist a number ofinter- and intra-family arrange­
ments between migrants and non-migrants, thus creating social and economic links 
between the different places used by familles. These arrangements include both the 
functions of consumption and ofinvestment with regard to assets, both in the agricul­
tural sphere (land, subsistence system, food security) and in non-agricultural spheres 
(human capital, non-agricultural equipment, etc.). These arrangements are part of the 
practices of circulation via various exch:amge flows, both material and non-material, 
and can facilltate asset accumulation proœsses. 

ÎHE 'RESOURCE' TERRITORY AND MARKET DYNAMICS 

Despite their commonalities, multi-sited territories and the mobillty of familles on 
the southern Altiplano in Bolivia and in southern Mozambique do not constitute 
resources in the same way, nor to the same degree, for the familles and for the local 
space. These differences are essentially attributable to the history of migration and to 
local, regional and international contexts. 

The dynamics observed on the southern Altiplano in Bolivia reveal a process of 
inclusion of family farming in the globalized agricultural market, in connection 
with the international quinoa boom of the 1990s. Thus, equipped with a productive 
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and socio-organizational knowledge, and bienefiting from an absolute advantage in 
the market, the high plateaus on the marg:ins of the Andes have firmly embraced 
agricultural globalization. Rural familles in this region have seized the opportu­
nity offered by a global movement around food quality that offers new prospects 
for income generation and capital accumul:ation. No doubt, the expansion of culti­
vation of export-oriented quinoa is tending; to create social and ecological tensions 
locally (competition for land, decline of pastoralism, unequal success of families, etc.). 
However, multi-sited territories and multi-localization are resources for the majority 
of families because of their relationship with the reproduction of the quinoa farming 
system, enabling them to capitalize on this comparative advantage linked to the 
specialization of the local economy. The viability of the quinoa-based production 
system depends on mobillty, dispersion and the ability of families to organize them­
selves despite the distances involved. Multi-·localization is considered a resource not 
only because it provides different sources of revenue that can be distributed amongst 
households (contributing to the developmeint of the local space), but also because it 
constitutes a cumulative spatial capital of the experience of individuals, a capital that 
is emphatically drawn upon today to help fülfil requirements of the social organiza­
tion of labour on quinoa plots. Thus, looking beyond the variation in the forms of 
individual anchoring, the family and inter-:family spheres constitute the organizing 
structures of agricultural production systems. 

The rural areas of southern Mozambique, for their part, are characterized by a 
dual context of limited integration to the market (due to the paucity of alterna­
tives offered by the local space) and the historical dependence of production systems 
on the South African mining economy. During colonization and apartheid, this 
dependency relationship was embodied by the typical figure of the Mozambican 
peasant-miner, residing and working in the mines in South Af rica for half of his 
working life to reproduce the family farming system in Mozambique. This articula­
tion with the South African economy continued in the post-war and post-apartheid 
period after 1994, and was characterized by the liberalization and deterioration of 
working conditions. Today, with the networks having expanded the modalities of 
spatial and sectoral integration of the mobillty of rural familles, multi-sited terri­
tories remain the basis of the socio-economic reproduction of familles, even as they 
have activated processes of differentiation within rural society. Indeed, depending on 
the nature of the family arrangements, and due to the different assets and resources 
it circulates, multi-localization constitutes a resource for a few familles for produc­
tive accumulation. This is primarily reflected in local non-agricultural diversification 
strategies (self-employment in construction, transport, mechanics, trade, etc.) and 
sometimes in agricultural diversification and land accumulation. However, for the 
majority, multi-localization allows a simple reproduction of systems of activities and 
of non-productive investments. 

Thus, in southern Mozambique, the effects of multi-sited territories and the mobility 
of families are more important for the reproduction and the maintenance of rural 
societies and territories than the creation of wealth for their development. Never­
theless, they play a modest but crucial role as catalysts of income and skills, which 
has a multiplier effects for the local economy, contributing to a diversification that is 
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mainly non-agricultural. Furthermore, these multi-sited territories have the poten­
tial to activa te specific as-yet unidentified resources of these territories and synergies 
between places. 

How ARE MOBILITY AND RETICIULARITY TAKEN 
INTO ACCOUNT IN PUBLIC POLICIES? 

What is the scope of multi-sited terri tories? At the political level in particular, how to 
integrate the social and spatial configurations of these terri tories into fields of public 
action? It is clear that the reality of multi-sited territories not only calls into question 
the categories of analysis and intervention of territorial development policies in the 
two regions, but also, on a wider scale, in other territorial contexts. 

In Bolivia, the State's vision of the develojpment of the Altiplano territories is based on 
the sectoral policy of the quinoa value-chain. This highlights a disjunction between, 
on the one hand, the orientations of rural development policies centred on quinoa 
(specialization of production in the territory and anchoring of populations) and, on 
the other, the reality of spatial practices and territorialities of populations, because not 
only does the success of quinoa not necessarily induce the anchoring of a population 
in an area, but mobility is a prerequisite for the viability of productive systems and the 
social organization of labour (appeal to migrants, multiple residences and migratory 
circulation of quinoa farmers). 

The Mozambican government's goal is to manage inclusive economic growth and 
reduce rural poverty. To this end, agriculture is positioned as a priority sector in two 
ways: first, the production of basic agricultural commodities for consumption by 
the population - the family sector is att:ributed a central role here; and second, the 
creation of employment through commercial export-oriented agriculture, with the 
help of investors. Beyond the questionable dualistic view of the rural economy, this 
policy ignores the importance of employ:ment and self-employment for local familles, 
both locally and externally, via multi-localization, a flexible model for the usage of 
space which populations have always taken recourse to as part of their strategies. The 
policy does not therefore take advantage of the dynamics and the potential of produc­
tion and accumulation to use them for rural and territorial development (Mercandalli 
and Anseeuw, 2014; Mercandalli, 2014). 

We thus see how difficult it is for public action to conceive multi-sited territorialities 
organized around mobility and reticulariity. This conception requires the recognition 
that pluriactivity and informa! employment, as well as the increase in urban-rural 
linkages resulting from multi-sited territories, modify the structures and functioning 
of rural territories because of the interactions they allow between local economies and 
the national and regional labour markets. In particular, this approach calls for consis­
tency in the formulation of strategic plams for poverty alleviation and of employment 
policies, as well as of the various national. sectoral strategies that are often formulated 
independently from one another. Finally; it calls for a governance of migration that 
reconciles the interests, needs and rights of migrants, as well as of the countries of 
origin and of destination. The wide gamut of forms of family farming, partly based on 

130 



Multi-sited territories in the southem Altiplano in Bolivia and southern Mozambique 

pluriactivity and multi-localization, underlines the importance of continued re:flec­
tion on the scope of mobility and multi-sited territories in the field of territorial 
development policies. 
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