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Recent research emphasises the need to study cities of the global ‘South’ (Robinson 2002; Roy 2009; Watson 2012) where urban geographies and planning dynamics differ from those in European and North American cities. As shown, for example, in studies on differentiated urban planning in Brazilian and other Latin American cities (Holston 2008; Goldstein 2013), state-led urban planning interventions in cities of the global ‘South’ often represent the cause for urban poverty, ethno-racial discrimination, social exclusion, uneven urban citizenship, and the reproduction of colonial urban spaces in post-colonial societies. In such a context, marginalised urban groups have to rely on their own practices to improve their living conditions and claim their ‘right to the city’ (Harvey 2008; Lefebvre 1991).

This paper offers a theoretical and empirical contextualisation of the notion of the ‘right to the city’ – a notion which is widely used by critical planning scholars, social movement activists and practitioners but often in unclear and conflicting ways particularly in relation to addressing the interests, needs, and rights of specific groups (Attoh 2011). To offer such a contextualisation, the paper introduces findings from recently completed comparative urban research in Bolivia and Ecuador – two countries which recognise specific indigenous ‘rights to the city’ in new political constitutions. To ensure indigenous peoples ‘rights to the city’ the constitutions emphasise that policies in sectors as diverse as housing, spatial planning, or healthcare should follow intercultural principles and address the interests and demands of previously marginalised indigenous peoples. Both constitutions also grant urban indigenous peoples with specific rights – including the right to prior consultation about interventions taking place on their territories, the right to territorial autonomy and indigenous justice (CPE Bolivia 2009, art. 30; CPE Ecuador 2008, art. 57). 

Drawing on theories of identity (Castells 1997), social actors (Touraine 2000) and asset accumulation (Moser 2009), the paper critically examines the implementation of indigenous ‘rights to the city’ in the capital cities La Paz and Quito. By focusing on two case-study cities, the paper showcases findings from actual comparative urban research. Drawing on theories on comparative urbanism, it recognises the challenge of working across a diversity of ‘ordinary’ cities which are characterised by their own context-specific cultural, economic, political and social characteristics but are nevertheless interconnected (Robinson 2002). To reflect on La Paz’s and Quito’s unique features as well as on their interrelations it was decided to combine insights from encompassing and variation-findings comparative approaches (Tilly 1984). 

The empirical findings provide a detailed, nuanced and grounded understanding of current advances and problems in the translation of indigenous ‘rights to the city’ in La Paz and Quito: It is argued that there exists an ongoing discrepancy between legal rhetoric on indigeneity and actual urban policy and planning practices undertaken by officials in national and local governments who are often guided by colonial understandings of the city as ‘white’, modern and western space in which indigenous ‘rights to the city’ are subordinated to the ‘rights to the city’ of wealthier groups or to principles of market-driven urban development. However, I also argue that urban planning practice in La Paz and Quito was not monolithic as some actors in the municipalities’ cultural and social planning units increasingly introduced planning regulations that sought to decolonise urban space. The practices of national and local government actors are contrasted to urban indigenous people's own understandings of the ‘right to the city’ which they articulate through demands for the asset of land – an asset associated with access to collective living, working and cultural spaces. The findings reveal that urban indigenous residents rarely relied on insurgent practices taking place outside the realm of the state to implement their ‘right to the city’. Instead, they made strategic use of existing opportunities provided by pro-indigenous actors operating within La Paz’s and Quito’s urban municipalities. In processes of political negotiations they often had to manoeuvre between multiple official and spatialized identity categories. In other words, to claim their indigenous ‘right to the city’ they had to act as authentic indigenous subject in one context while behaving like a white urban resident in another situation. 

The paper concludes by developing a set of decolonial guidelines and principles which are considered helpful for scholars and practitioners interested in promoting a notion of the ‘right to the city’ which is responsive to the context-specific aspirations and asset demands of historically marginalised groups such as indigenous peoples.
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