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INTRODUCTION


TOURISTS visiting the Sacré-Coeur Basilica tend to descend the Butte Montmartre the way they came up. After visiting the cathedral, they might make a stop at the Place du Tertre, the historic square of Montmartre encircled by restaurants whose multilingual menus promise authentic French cuisine at inauthentically French prices. They might admire the dozens of street artists churning out quick sketches of passersby and peddling hastily made watercolors of Paris. They might even jostle to the edge of the square to sneak a final glance at the city from one of its highest points. But once they’ve had enough, they’ll likely make their way down the south side of the hill, following the path of the funicular toward the red-light district of Pigalle and the recognizable sights of central Paris.


A stroll down the north or eastern side does not offer the promise of more tourist attractions, even if these walks come with their own charms: the slopes formed by the summits of the densely packed limestone buildings; the maze of narrow cobblestone streets; the stairways lined with lampposts and the occasional plane or maple tree helping guide the way. But once one reaches the very bottom of the hill – the bustling boulevards Barbès and Ornano – a very different kind of city takes shape.


While the buildings flanking this busy thoroughfare retain the bourgeois grandeur that inspired their construction in the late nineteenth century, the action on the avenue is distinctively working-class. The street traffic moves faster and the corridor’s storefronts bear the traces of the area’s immigrant population: all-service tech stores hawk cell phones, SIM cards and pay-by-the-minute internet connections; halal butcheries offer a dizzying display of just about every meat besides pork; an array of corner stores sell everything from yams and palm oil to candy bars and cheap gin; hole-in-the-wall eateries churn out greasy kebabs and fries until the early morning hours. This neighborhood is not built for visits. It is not designed for wistful reflection about former residents. It is made for living today.


~


This is especially evident at the market surrounding the metro station Château Rouge, known as the Marché Dejean. It’s not a street market in the strict sense of the term, since there aren’t any temporary stands. Instead, the small businesses here have more or less claimed the sidewalks of the Rue Dejean for themselves, forcing pedestrians onto a five-metre-wide cobblestone street that any sensible motorist wouldn’t dare try to navigate. Even during the week, the traffic can be intense. But on a nice weekend afternoon it can grind to a halt altogether, with pedestrians flocking to the butchers, fishmongers and fruit and vegetable vendors.


The shops here cater to the population of the neighborhood, much of which has roots in sub-Saharan Africa, from Senegal and Mali to Cameroon and the Congo. On a practical level, this means plenty of specialty foods hard to find elsewhere. Not only do stores offer up the typical array of fresh seafood: salmon, trout, cod, bream, mussels and scallops, but other, more unusual products are also on ice to seduce the passersby: plump and juicy catfish with their long, extraterrestrial-looking whiskers; slender barracuda with their menacingly sharp teeth (and skin that can have dangerous toxins, depending on where the fish have been caught); and oval-shaped tilapia, which, despite being a mainstay in Africa and Latin America, aren’t actually consumed that often in France.


The most exotic offerings are all frozen. If you stick your head into one of the unassuming freezers, you’ll find an assortment of raw fish hailing from well beyond French shores: rose-colored blackspot sea bream from Mauritania; from Senegal, flat-as-a-pancake sole and nasty-looking white grouper, which the Senegalese call thiof; the spotted sompatte, another variant of sea bream, also from Senegal; the radiant Angolan dentex; and Nile perch, known in French as capitaine, which also comes in the form of finely cut steaks. Watchful shopkeepers patrol the scene in rain boots, helping consumers out, waving away the occasional seagulls and adjusting the music accordingly.


The butcheries on the block aren’t for the faint of heart. They stock the classics: goat shoulders, legs of lamb, chicken gizzards, goat belly. The stranger cuts include beef rump; slick, scarlet beef kidney; hulking pig feet that, when uncooked, have a disturbing air of overgrown human teeth but are beloved by a certain generation of the French and West Africans alike. Multiple kinds of tripe are on offer, too – mostly beef, though sometimes sheep – their vague resemblance to untreated leather belied by the sponge-like undersides. There are cuts of beef cheek, thin sandwich-like layers of skin, fat and muscle. And lastly, the famous sheep heads, used for a dish eaten around Eid al-Adha, mainly by Moroccans and Algerians. Heads on display mark the butchers’ territory, as if they were sending a message to the uninitiated: Don’t come here unless you know what you’re getting into.


The fruit and vegetables on display at the end of the street and around the corner are maybe the most impressive of all. This is one of the only spots in Paris where you can find okra – gombo in French – the gooey, pepper-like vegetable that gives the famous Louisiana dish its thick sauce (and probably its name, too). There are assorted chili peppers, a rarity in metropolitan France where people’s tolerance for spiciness tends to run low. There’s a panoply of starchy African root vegetables: earthy, light-brown cassavas; bright orange sweet potatoes that glimmer in the sun; yams from Ghana, stacked up like firewood; their hairier, more exotic-looking cousins from Cameroon, taros; and lesser-known white sweet potatoes. There are also plantains and African eggplants – sometimes dubbed “garden eggs” in English but known in Paris, as in West Africa, as djakatou, a fruit that looks like a cross between an heirloom green tomato and a miniature pumpkin.


The Rue Dejean is the gateway to the Goutte d’Or, one of the city’s most famous working-class neighborhoods – what the French call quartiers populaires. Goutte d’Or has managed to retain that distinction over the years, even as the geographic origins of residents have evolved, with the centre of gravity moving from metropolitan France to the Maghreb to sub-Saharan Africa in the space of the last forty years or so. In this small section of the city – about a half-square-kilometre expanse that can be traversed north–south by foot in about fifteen minutes, from Rue Ordener to Boulevard de la Chapelle and east–west in just five minutes, from Rue Stephenson to Rue Poissonniers – the streets hum with the energy created by residents and workers as they busily go about their routines.


While hundreds might be running errands in the Goutte d’Or at any given moment, hunting for products they couldn’t possibly find just ten minutes away in either direction, hundreds more are at work, giving life to a constellation of small stores. They’re weighing fruits at the cashier; they’re cooking up grilled thiof and rice at a Senegalese restaurant as mbalax music buzzes out from an old TV mounted to the ceiling, the syncopated rhythms and horns reminding customers they’re in a friendly place; they’re stocking the shelves at a stuffy import-export establishment where the paint on the walls is cracking but which still manages to scrape by; they’re toiling away at one of the textile stores that you see just about everywhere.


Hundreds more in the Goutte d’Or are sitting around idly, not doing much at all. On any given day of the week, young men hang around the Place de l’Assommoir, chatting in Arabic, chain-smoking, playing games on their phones, calling out to friends and acquaintances and eyeing the not-infrequent police patrols coming from the station down the road. When the weather’s nice, people hang around the Square Léon, one of the area’s rare green spaces.


There always seems to be a group of people at a café just off Rue Poissonniers.


The place can get pretty packed on weekend afternoons. On one such day, a group of older men were playing cards toward the back of the room. Another group were reading their newspapers. Others stood at the zinc countertop, sipping espresso for €1.10 and gesturing with their hands as the conversation got more animated. Sugar packets lined the floor just under the countertop. One of the butchers from around the corner came in and asked the bartender for change, both of them acting like they’re familiar with the transaction. A man got up from a table next to the bar to show the bartender a meme on his phone, chortling with laughter, before the latter politely smiled. Sitting by himself, a dazed-looking older man in a djellaba stared off into the distance.


~


Neighborhoods are complex organisms, strange beasts that feed off geographical quirks, public policy and a web of interpersonal relations that can’t really be understood unless you’re a part of it. But more than anything else, the bustle of the Goutte d’Or is sustained by the fact that low-income people can still afford to live here. According to the popular French real estate site SeLoger, the average sales price per square metre in the Goutte d’Or is nearly 20 percent less than the Parisian average – and that’s based on a very generous interpretation of where the neighborhood begins.1 One can still find small studios to rent for €500 or €600 a month here, especially in the easternmost streets.


Deals like these still exist, though it’s unclear for how much longer. All signs suggest the screws are tightening.


In addition to the cramped space, bargain apartments come with some serious strings attached: a shared bathroom in the hallway; a shower door that opens up right next to a pair of charred hot plates; a single window overlooking a courtyard that captures just a few hours’ worth of natural light; a ground floor apartment on a busy thoroughfare. These conditions are on the edge of what many would-be residents can tolerate. They automatically disqualify other would-be residents who simply can’t handle the neighborhood itself – and yet, like just about every resident in Paris, they are subjected to skyrocketing rents. From 2015 to 2020, housing prices shot up in the Goutte d’Or by about forty percent.2


The warning signs of an even deeper transformation can be found on the streets. There’s a new all-organic vegan restaurant by the fruit and vegetable stands near the metro station and a spiffy-looking music hall and bar a few blocks from the Square Léon; the plaza in front of the neo-Gothic Saint-Bernard-de-la-Chapelle church now hosts a couple of restaurants that cater to a very different population from the café by the Marché Dejean. Instead of old Algerian men drinking coffee and playing cards, young professionals tap away on their laptops. Some put on headphones and take work calls, tuning out their surroundings as if they were nowhere in particular.


The contrasts are even more striking around the Barbès-Rochechouart metro station, just at the southern edge of the Goutte d’Or. Another spot infamous for young men idling around – and with an unfortunate reputation for petty crime – the intersection known simply as Barbès sits under an elevated metro line. On one side of the boulevard sits the corpse of the shuttered department store Tati, a neighborhood landmark known for affordable clothing that didn’t manage to survive the COVID-19 pandemic. On the other sits Brasserie Barbès, a two-story behemoth that opened a few years ago and is topped with an ostentatious neon sign that looks like it was designed in Las Vegas. It has the prices to boot: you can enjoy €15 cheeseburgers with a €5.50 glass of Coca-Cola.


~


Many people living in cities are familiar with the script: landlords and developers swoop into previously affordable neighborhoods with fresh investment dollars; they drive up housing costs, revamp many of the businesses and eventually alter the fabric of the place as lower-income residents are forced to flee. The process is especially brutal in the wealthiest urban centres in North America, Europe and Asia – magnets for white-collar professionals with savings, wealthy investors with cash to plunk down and developers looking for a piece of the action. By now, most of these so-called global cities have seen this cycle of investment and displacement play out multiple times over, leaving many low-income residents on the brink.


The same wave of gentrification is hitting Paris, too – and it’s hitting hard.


While the numbers can be mind-numbing to anyone familiar with price hikes in their own communities, they’re worth focusing on because the spike here is especially massive. Between 2006 and 2018, the median sales price per square metre for an apartment in the city grew by a whopping seventy-three percent – and in late 2019, average prices surpassed the symbolic threshold of €10,000 per square metre.3 They’re now just below €11,000, according to the website SeLoger.4


At this point, home ownership has essentially become a privilege reserved for the wealthy or the lucky who manage to squirrel away enough savings for a chance at the bottom of the barrel. In a 2020 analysis, housing experts from the government’s statistics agency, the National Institute of Statistics and Economic Studies (INSEE), declared that home ownership in Paris had become “nearly inaccessible” for a majority of renters – a goal intertwined with some amount of personal sacrifice: “For many renters in the region,” they wrote, “becoming a homeowner effectively implies leaving one’s neighborhood.” Under the authors’ model, there is not a single arrondissement in the French capital where median-income renters under the age of forty-five can afford to purchase an apartment.5


But Paris has long been a city of tenants – and of course, the rents have become punishing too. At a cost of €24 per square metre, the average monthly rent for a privately owned apartment in Paris now hovers at around €1,200, or the equivalent of $1,270 and £1,057.6 While those figures may not impress on the streets of Manhattan or West London, they’re staggering when you consider the size of what’s on offer and how much French people tend to earn: the average Parisian apartment measures just fifty square metres and the median French wage-earner in the private sector takes home a monthly paycheck of just €2,000 after social security contributions.7 Parisians without some amount of financial means are spending extraordinary amounts of their earnings to live in extraordinarily small spaces.


Even when compared with other hubs of international capital, Paris is on the upper end of the spectrum with respect to housing costs. In a 2022 annual report on global housing prices, the bank UBS ranked Paris thirteenth worldwide for costs – just outside the category it defines as the “bubble risk” zone and ahead of competitors like Dubai, Geneva, London and New York.8


The city’s price-to-income ratio is off the charts, too. In that same 2022 report, UBS estimated it would take a “skilled service worker” fifteen years to save enough money to buy a sixty-square-metre flat – the greatest length of time among any of the cities analyzed with the exception of famously cramped Hong Kong. In large part for the same reason, Paris regularly competes for the dubious top spot in the Economist Intelligence Unit’s Worldwide Cost of Living Index, an annual ranking of the world’s most expensive cities. In the 2021 edition, the French capital finished second, just behind Tel Aviv.9


Under these pressures, many residents don’t have the endurance to stick around. Since 2014, Paris has been losing about 12,000 inhabitants every year, the vast majority of the emigrants taking up residence in the suburbs and staying within the broader capital region known as Île-de-France.10 Before the outbreak of Covid, France’s INSEE reported that it expected the population decline to continue until at least the middle of the decade – a trend that has proven resilient throughout the pandemic.11 Unlike London and New York, population loss isn’t just a fear.12 Paris is already losing its population today, expelling its residents to a sprawling, suburban mass that’s now much more inhabited than the city itself. According to the official figures, the larger Paris metropolitan area now has a whopping eleven million inhabitants, nearly nine million of whom live in the suburbs – the banlieue, in French.13


This means the face of the city is changing. The share of Parisian residents who fit the traditional census definitions of working class14 has declined from thirty-five percent in 1999 to just twenty-six percent today – a stark contrast to the 51 percent of the total labor force such workers represent nationally.15 By contrast, the white-collar professional population has surged – investment bankers, consultants, publicists for luxury fashion brands and armies of mid-level managers at companies listed on the CAC 40 stock exchange such as Total, Dannon and Orange. Known in French as cadres, this group now makes up forty-five percent of the Parisian workforce, up from thirty-five percent in 1999. That’s well above their share of the national labor force.


~


How did this happen? How did a place whose working masses were long feared for their capacity for violent revolt end up emptied of so many of them? How did a city that acquired a well-earned reputation as a creative refuge and artistic mecca, a hub for the avant-garde for much of the twentieth century, become overwhelmingly populated by some of the dullest professions that capitalism has to offer? It’s the product of particular political choices made by France’s ruling elites, fueled by globalization, tourism and foreign investors looking for a place to park their cash. That’s part of the story.


At the same time, I don’t want to fall into the trap of a wistful tale of woe, wallowing in nostalgia for a city that no longer exists – as tempting an exercise as that might be. Because the fact is, without exaggerating its size or influence, this other Paris isn’t quite dead yet. It exists mostly outside the gaze of the tourists, the bankers and the consultants, but with a little bit of time and patience, you can still find it. It’s alive in the Goutte d’Or, on the slopes of Belleville, across the alleyways and the streets snaking around the northeast of the city and in the public housing towers scattered toward the peripheries. This shadow city is still around today, as real as the cobblestones, gray zinc roofs and dusty railyards cutting through its neighborhoods.


These parts of the city can be loud, they can be messy and every once in a while, they can be just a bit dangerous, defying the image that real estate developers have crafted for the city over the last few decades – refusing to abide by the half-theme-park, half-museum ambiance that prevails in much of central Paris. Unlike the ossified quarters downtown, long ago colonized by the wealthy and hordes of short-term visitors, working-class Paris does not run on nostalgia. Residents are focused on getting by, on making it today.


There’s still a lot to play for too. Housing activists are organizing and putting pressure on authorities to help keep the city affordable. In the meantime, the growing exodus to the other side of the ring-road highway separating Paris from its suburbs has only highlighted what’s long been apparent: the need for more egalitarian policies that treat the metropolitan area as a unified whole. Tearing down the borders between the capital and banlieue once and for all likely holds the key to a more fair and livable urban area.


~


This book is separated into three major parts: The first focuses on the working-class Paris of today, the northeastern patch of the city where most low-income residents are still living. In some cases, they’re facing immense financial pressures, but many are still holding on. The second part focuses on the ghosts: the people who preceded them, the battles they fought and the city they built. From the Revolution of 1789 to the Paris Commune of 1871, poor and working-class Parisians fought not just for dignity and material gains, but for actual political control of the neighborhoods in which they lived. And while they ultimately lost that war, their power and influence paved the way for a string of tenant-friendly policies that enabled the city to remain affordable and to emerge as a global hub for the arts. The third and final part focuses on what the future holds: the battle to deliver affordable housing and life in the working-class suburbs, a swarm of cities that often look very different from Paris, but where people deserve something closer to the standards of living that can be found in the capital.


This is not meant to be a sob story. It’s meant as a portrait of a city that, while on the ropes, is still very much around. In the end, I hope it’s also, in some way, a call to action. 





1


THE OTHER SIDE OF THE HILL


THE first time we met, in the summer of 2020, just after the first lockdown, then thirty-four-year-old Soumia Chohra called her ground floor apartment on the Rue Marcadet a “rathole.”1 She was careful to insist she meant this literally. At night, Soumia described how she could hear the rats scurrying in the courtyard, which lies just outside the only window of her twenty-square-metre flat. “They’re as big as this,” she told me, drawing a line from her fingertips to a third of the way down her forearm. “They’re everywhere.”


To deal with the problem, she and her partner Amin, a warehouse worker who earns minimum wage at a Carrefour supermarket at Place de la Nation, almost always sleep with the windows closed. Even in the summer, they prefer the heat and humidity to the risk of nocturnal visitors. The two sleep on a mattress tucked away on a mezzanine accessible by a ladder that comes unnervingly close to the ceiling. That’s also where they’ve placed containers to store their clothes and other belongings.


A small table sits just beneath this area, though taller guests need to be careful to sit on the side closest to the door to avoid banging their heads on the makeshift stairs. There are hot plates and a microwave, but no oven. Sometimes the couple also hosts Amin’s ten-year-old daughter, who sleeps on a separate mattress on the floor, just next to the entrance. Soumia feels for her: “At her mum’s, she has a big room, but when the poor thing comes here, she has to sleep here. She doesn’t like it.”


Soumia has gotten to know this space very well. After starting her career with a string of service jobs, she recently dropped out of a training program to become a medical secretary for health reasons – the result of a condition known as “intracranial hypertension” that produces debilitating headaches. With Covid ushering in lockdowns across France for much of the last two years, she’s had little choice but to spend most of her waking hours inside this apartment. In spite of it all, she gives off a disarmingly cheery vibe, deploying a bright smile and the occasional dose of self-deprecating humor.


When I saw her again, about nine months after our first meeting, her friend Fatima, also from Algeria, passed by the apartment and offered to make some coffee. Soumia lit up a cigarette and smoke quickly filled the studio, enveloping all of us in what feels like a matter of seconds. “You live in a cave!” exclaimed Fatima, with Soumia letting out a hearty laugh as she translated from Arabic. Then she sighed, as if to acknowledge the much less funny subtext of the joke: this space costs €800 a month to rent.


It’s a ridiculously steep price, but such is the reality today: this is the cost for Soumia to stay in the neighborhood she grew up in, ever since immigrating from Algeria with her mother twenty-two years ago. It’s a very deliberate choice. When Soumia decided to move out of her mother’s apartment around three years ago and began to look for a new spot with her partner, there was no doubt where she wanted to go. “My husband found cheaper spots in the suburbs, but it was out of the question for me to leave here. I have an attachment to this arrondissement,” she said. “I love the neighborhood, I have my points of reference.”


~


That arrondissement is the 18th. While she lives within the limits of what many think of as the Goutte d’Or, Soumia considers that neighborhood to begin a few blocks further south, near all the fishmongers and butchers at the Marché Dejean. Instead, she says she lives around “Marcadet” – the name of her street. It’s about smack dab in the middle of the 18th, itself in the northern reaches of Paris. Around 200,000 people are packed into this district’s six square kilometres, a rectangle stretching from the picturesque hill of Montmartre to the ring-road highway that marks the city’s northern limits, from leafy bourgeois apartments in the west to the railyards and the gritty La Chapelle in the east.


Of the city’s twenty arrondissements, you’d be hard pressed to find one more representative of Paris as a whole: the western section features spellbindingly elegant apartments overlooking squares and green spaces and on the slopes of Montmartre, tourists commingle with the bourgeois residents. But once you start moving east, down the other side of the hill, toward the train tracks, things start changing quickly. You start picking up languages other than French and English. It’s more common to see puffy jackets and sneakers than sightseers in berets and old white ladies in fur.


Soumia’s sister has already left all this. She now lives in the eastern suburban département of Seine-et-Marne, in a modestly sized single-family home known as a pavillon, a residence that in the French collective imagination epitomizes the notion of settling down, with all the comforts and pitfalls that entails. Soumia enjoys the visits out there – there’s more air and more space – but she feels out of her element. When she gets off the exit ramp from the highway and reaches a sprawling intersection just within the city limits, it’s a source of relief.


“I get stressed when I’m driving, but as soon as I get to the Porte de Clignancourt, I know I’m in the 18th,” she said. “It calms me down, strangely. It makes me feel at ease to be in the 18th.”


Many of her friends have also decamped to the suburbs over the years, fleeing because of rising rents and the lack of space for raising families. Soumia, though, enjoys the proximity to her mother, to her friends who have stayed and to the simple pleasures of life in the neighborhood: picnics in the park just below the Sacré-Coeur Basilica, the string of restaurants on the Rue Ordener near the 18th arrondissement city hall and nights out at bars like L’Ardoise, which her father-in-law used to own a stake in before he sold it a couple years ago. It’s all within walking distance of her flat. “I have trouble separating myself from all these habits,” she said.


Above all, perhaps, Soumia appreciates the diverse mix of people: “You can see everything here, artists down here, homeless people up there,” she said with a smile. “There’s a lot of movement. There’s people of every race, from every country, white people, Black people, Arabs, Chinese people, people from every nationality.”


Soumia herself is a product of the same northern Parisian melting pot.


When she arrived from Saïda, Algeria, in 1999, age thirteen, she spoke little French. Starting middle school at the Collège Georges Clemenceau, about 300 metres from where she lives today, she was put in a class with other foreign students who needed to improve their language skills – many of them, like her, of North African origin. “I had no friends,” she recalled, “I knew nobody. It was really hard to just change everything overnight.” She went on to finish middle school at the Collège Roland Dorgelès, just on the other side of Boulevard Barbès.


Things got better in high school. Soumia attended what’s known as a lycée professionnel, a vocational school for those who don’t plan to attend university, in the neighborhood of La Chapelle, just over a kilometre east on the other side of the train tracks. She specialized in international commerce, combining her studies with work experience in a two-year program. She didn’t care much for the job portion, which she spent at the supermarket Monoprix. “My mum forced me to do it,” Soumia told me. “I wanted to do plumbing, but my mum felt like this was a job for men, so I found myself in commerce.”


But she cherishes the friends she made along the way. “Honestly, it was the two best years of my life. If I could go back those two years, I would do it again,” Soumia said with a laugh. Among the many fond memories: going to the movies, smoking shisha at tea salons (and hiding it from their parents), swimming at city pools and posting up at cafés, spending lazy afternoons in front of coffees and cocktails.


Life has gotten much harder in recent years. Soumia herself acknowledges her career hasn’t gone as planned and she isn’t proud of it. Before the secretarial training program, she bounced around in a number of different gigs – working as an employee for the national unemployment agency, as a cleaner, as a housekeeper and as a sales representative for a nearby real estate broker. Today, she receives modest state welfare benefits and is back on the hunt for a job. She recently applied for a position with the postal service as a mail carrier, but was turned down.


Still, her husband Amin works full-time and Soumia has held down jobs in the past, enough of them to put thousands of euros in the bank. At an earlier point in the history of the city, this would’ve been enough to live decently in the neighborhood – if not in extreme comfort, then at least in better conditions than in the cramped apartment they have today. Now, it’s just barely enough.


It’s near impossible for Soumia to even imagine owning an apartment here someday. A glimpse at real estate listings reveals why the subject isn’t even broached: a twenty-three-square-metre studio just a block away is going for €205,000; a thirty-one-square-metre flat around the corner can be purchased for €302,000; a spacious sixty-square-metre apartment goes for €470,000. The best she can hope for is to find affordable rent.


Soumia and Amin have already applied for what’s known as social housing, publicly managed flats rented out to tenants whose household incomes fall below a certain level. But the Paris waiting list is famously long and they aren’t holding their breath. In 2020, just one in sixteen candidates formally seeking social housing in Paris and its immediate suburbs was awarded a spot.2 It might be a couple of years before a civil servant even takes a look at their file, inspecting it down to every line and weighing it up against the competition. The reality is a lot of people are in a similar bind – odds are some of them are even brushing up against Soumia and Amin in the neighborhood. More than 130,000 Parisians are on the waiting list for social housing, according to the city.3


In the meantime, Soumia and Amin are hoping to avail themselves of what’s known as their “enforceable right to housing”: an option under French law open to those who are homeless, those living in dangerous and unsanitary conditions, and those who have waited “abnormally long” for social housing, among other factors. With the help of a housing rights association recommended by Soumia’s mother-in-law, the couple have put in a formal request to a state mediator to give them access to improved lodging. According to Soumia, the mediator has already ruled in their favor, but they’re now waiting for the next step in the process: the Paris police prefecture has to formally present a solution within the next six months. “I think we’re the next ones on the list,” Soumia told me. “We’re just waiting for it to get unblocked.”


There’s no guarantee it’ll be in the 18th arrondissement. If they’re lucky, they’ll be able to stay in Paris.


~


One of the most striking things about this corner of Paris is the absolute whirlwind of activity packed into such a tight space – the fact that so many distinctly ordered worlds can exist over just a couple dozen blocks, each of them with complex histories and weighty rules of their own, with various landmarks, workplaces and housing blocks all exerting competing pulls on one another. High-grade vortexes like these have long sustained the world’s great cities, but they’re increasingly hard to find in Europe or North America today. In fact, the density of the 18th arrondissement is closer to something you’d find in India or Southeast Asia.


If it were its own municipality, this arrondissement would be the twelfth-most populated city in France, with nearly as many residents as Salt Lake City, Utah or Swindon, England – but all of it squeezed into a tiny stretch of land with precious little green space and pockmarked by train tracks that officials long ago decided were too important to move. Paris and its twenty arrondissements are already famously cramped, denser than Barcelona, central London, New York City and even Hong Kong. But with over 32,000 inhabitants for every square kilometre, the 18th arrondissement of Paris ranks as one of the densest areas on the entire planet, on par with places like Dhaka, Karachi and Mumbai.


You can feel it by looking up. The buildings tend not to be higher than seven stories, but they’re literally everywhere, dominating the cityscape. Excepting the outer edges of the arrondissement, only one boulevard truly cuts through the swarm of brick and stone: Ornano, which becomes Boulevard Barbès on its lower stretch, a tree-lined artery that boasts four lanes of traffic. The overwhelming majority of streets in the 18th hold only one or two lanes, meekly cut trails in the forest of gray, while pedestrians spend most of their waking hours in the shadows.


It’s almost always busy. That’s not the case for much of Paris today, where the residential sectors quiet down during work hours, the business districts wind down by early evening and certain areas only come alive at night. In the 18th, the action is around the clock: people are living, working and idling around at nearly all hours – and in close proximity to one another. It’s overflowing with what American urbanists might a call a “mix of uses” – what journalist Jane Jacobs famously identified as one of the key ingredients to desirable city living in her 1961 classic The Death and Life of Great American Cities – though the French would just say it’s a historically affordable neighborhood with a lot of restaurants and commerces de proximité, small businesses providing essential daily services. There are cafés serving up bitter espresso on zinc countertops; barbershops and butcheries; hardware stores and florists; bakeries and pastry shops with delicate North African baklava and cornes de gazelle; fast-food joints churning out five-euro pizza and the indomitable “French tacos” (always with an s, even when there’s just one), a gob of cheese-soaked fries and meat stuffed into a tightly compressed flour tortilla that has become popular in recent years; bars that cater to punks, drunks, students, pensioners and gamblers. Not everything is nice, but there’s a lot to be had.


Certain blocks are shaped more heavily by the presence of specific industries and institutions. In the heart of the Goutte d’Or, near the metro station Château Rouge, it’s clearly the textile sector that dominates, with dozens of stores advertising “African tissue.” That catch-all term refers to cotton-based fabric with colorful designs and elaborate patterns that can be cut and worn in a variety of ways. Sometimes one can find fabrics like bazin, bogolan, kita and kente – but the most popular, by far, is wax, first brought to West Africa by Dutch merchants from Java in the nineteenth century, now a mainstay of the region and beloved by expats abroad.


“You see all this enthusiasm?” Saloum Abdallahy (or as he’s commonly known, Monsieur Fadel), the slim, bespectacled designer and founder of Fadel Couture, asked me in his workshop as the sound of sewing machines whirred in the background. “This enthusiasm is created simply because Africans like to live together. When someone gets here for the first time, the first thing they ask for is Château Rouge, because they know they’ll find Africans. His problems are almost resolved. He’ll have a place to sleep, he’ll have financial help, he’ll have moral help … It’s why when designers get here, their first base they get settled in is the 18th arrondissement. It’s very important.”


If that sense of generosity and penchant for collaboration sound slightly overstated, it’s because Abdallahy heads an organization aiming to harness both in pursuit of the garment sector’s development. Back in 2014, he helped create the designers’ cooperative, La Fabrique de la Goutte d’Or, an organization that pools resources in order to improve access to clients, some of them big-ticket European brands. “We needed to listen to everybody and that’s what we did, to better serve everybody’s needs,” he explained.


According to Abdallahy, there are 151 different fashion designers in the neighborhood – and they run the gamut in terms of quality and labor practices. In addition to small boutiques like his own that offer prêt-à-porter at steep prices, large wholesalers churn out custom orders, while hundreds work in lower-tier shops for bosses who seem to have a very loose interpretation of the fire code, toiling away on sewing machines surrounded by stacks and stacks of fabric. It’s a rough and uneven industry, sustained by ambitious entrepreneurs and heavy demand.


“When you have a store there, you can earn a lot,” Yolande Loboko, a designer who first arrived in France from the Congo in 2001, told me. She joined the Goutte d’Or cooperative in 2016 before recently opening her own store about twenty minutes away, which specializes in custom-made patterned dresses. “It’s not just the people from the 18th – you have other people coming from outside of Paris, they’re coming from everywhere. It’s a good neighborhood for business.”


A few blocks north, with the garment district faded from view, the Ornano Market engulfs the boulevard every Tuesday, Friday and Sunday morning – and it’s far from picturesque. Among the non-perishable goods, the plastic and the practical predominate. As with any supermarket, the produce is emphatically mediocre; the fishmongers are totally fine but unremarkable; the cheese perfectly acceptable. The main attraction of the market is that it’s inexpensive, which means it tends to get very crowded. For reasons that nobody can fully explain, many of the stands spilling onto the sidewalk are staffed by Egyptians who lack French-language skills, but who overcome the hurdles in the diverging Arabic dialects to communicate with the many North African customers and deploy a select few words in the language of Molière when needed – bananes, tomates, oignons, oranges, céleri and euro – rolling the r’s as if they were speaking Spanish.


Just a couple blocks east, it’s the Serbian language that reigns supreme. Two blocks of the Rue du Simplon hosts a Serbian restaurant and a couple of general food stores selling specialty foods from the Balkans. Storefronts advertise trips to Belgrade. An early-opening bar hosts older men who drink and chain-smoke from around 10am onward. But the obvious centre of the action is Saint-Sava, the main church for the diocese of the Serbian Orthodox Church of Western Europe. It counts more than 2,000 regular worshippers, according to Father Slavisa Sanjic, a priest who’s been at the institution since 2003. On Sundays, the street fills with families.


Inside, Sanjic showed me a fresco designed to demonstrate the tolerance of the church, whose nationalist political ties came under scrutiny after the ethnic violence of the Yugoslav Wars of the 1990s. “We’re proud of what we have in our culture but we’re not closed off,” Sanjic said to me before gesturing at the mural depicting people of different origins enclosed in a golden semi-circle. “Every person is a source of richness, whatever their origins may be. All these human categories are going to disappear after the Final Judgment, no? … It means nothing afterwards. What matters is, have we been nice to people around us and loyal to the word of Christ?”


He told me that in the neighborhood he’s been confused for a devout Muslim, because of his black robe and beard. One time, a man who appeared intoxicated saluted him on the street: “My brother! You are a real Muslim!” the man said. “I am not,” Sanjic replied, “And neither are you.”


Around the corner is the realm of the Paris transit authority. The Simplon bus depot is the largest within city limits, a ten-acre zone closed to the public that is packed with more than 200 buses every night. It’s why people mill around a nearby café at unusual hours, swilling coffee or sipping pints of blonde depending on whether they’re beginning or ending a shift. Union delegates linger around, talking shop with drivers and boosting their presence when it’s time to elect workplace representatives or organize strikes. The arrivals and departures of buses structure the days, the squeaking of the brakes and hissing air releases providing a rhythmic backdrop that residents have no choice but to get used to.


Then there’s the Wild West of the Porte de Clignancourt, the intersection at the northern edge of Paris where the boulevard ends and where Soumia Chohra feels relieved to come back to after trips to the suburbs. It sits right next to the elevated highway that surrounds Paris proper. At this spot along the fortification, the neighboring town of Saint-Ouen also happens to host a massive, world-famous flea market, a draw that only adds to the flow of traffic that begins in early rush hour and continues into the early evening.


Against a hazy backdrop of exhaust, men loiter throughout the day around the tramway station and by the stairs leading down to the underground metro stop. Some set up pop-up food stands, selling peanuts and bananas without permits. Another crew has been hosting a game of three-card monte for what seems like years, with a crowd hulking around and placing “bets” in the hopes of catching gullible takers. Others sell knockoff cigarettes, delivering their ubiquitous, rapid-fire sales pitch of “Marlboro, Marlboro, Marlboro” in a second or less. Others peddle harder stuff, crisscrossing the tramway tracks to make deals virtually in plain view, as though they were in the backyard of their friends’ place. Despite the regular interventions of law enforcement, these illicit sales are part of a cat-and-mouse game that’s been going on for decades. The police come in, sometimes they issue citations or make arrests. But once they clear out, the vendors come back.


~


This is what the heart of working-class Paris – or what’s left of it – looks like today. And it goes well beyond the 18th. Starting from around Boulevard Ornano and extending eastward into the 19th arrondissement, then south into the 20th arrondissement, through La Villette and Belleville, this northeastern patch of the city is home to most of the last remaining affordable neighborhoods. There are pockets of public housing scattered elsewhere on the edges of Paris: enclaves that line what are known as the Boulevards des Maréchaux, wide thoroughfares named for Napoleonic-era generals that encircle the city, as well as an ensemble of towers in the southern limits of the 13th arrondissement, but these areas are cut off from their immediate surroundings. In the northeast, there is continuity, a form of interconnectedness and interdependence. You can walk for twenty minutes and still feel like you’re in the same part of the city.


These neighborhoods have complex identities of their own – particular characters and secrets; innumerable flaws and scars; rites and traditions that may apply only to a few blocks – but their territories still manage to flow into one another, united by the hectic pace of life, diverse street activity and the fact that most of their residents are earning on the lower end of the spectrum in an increasingly wealthy and expensive city. These areas aren’t always pretty. The hustle and bustle can take time to get adjusted to – and even then, they’re not for everybody. But for hundreds of thousands of Parisians, it’s what home looks like.


In many ways, the northeastern quarters are the front lines for the battle over the future of Paris. Other more centrally located parts of the city have fallen before them, with rent hikes displacing residents as the gentrifiers remake, renovate and erase the more unsightly features of city life over the years. But the real estate boom hasn’t fully extended its stranglehold over the northeast, at least not yet.


~


The word “gentrification” was coined by British sociologist Ruth Glass. In 1964, she noted how certain historically low-income neighborhoods in London were seeing an influx of new, middle-class residents. Once the process begins, she wrote, “it goes on rapidly until all or most of the original working-class occupiers are displaced and the whole social character of the district is changed.”4 Her explanation appears in a short piece that only uses the g-word once – but Glass laid down the foundations for a topic that would go on to attract generations of sociologists, geographers and economists.


Perhaps the most influential of them was Neil Smith, a Scottishborn American geographer who studied under fellow British Marxist David Harvey and who argued this process was not the product of individual consumer choices; rather, it was bound up in the very nature of capitalism. Gentrification is embedded into the economic system – it is “a structural product of the land and housing markets,” as Smith put it in his landmark 1979 paper.5 Since housing, like the power of labor, is a commodity, city streets naturally attract landlords and developers looking to make the right investment in the right place at the right time.


But he also developed a theory for why it happens. According to Smith, the driving force was what he called the “rent gap”: the difference between existing rental incomes on a given apartment or a plot of land and what presumptive owners think they might be able to charge at a future date for the property in question. The core argument is disarmingly simple: if there are opportunities to turn a profit on a piece of land, then investment will follow. Over time, this process reshapes whole city neighborhoods, as developers swoop in to get a piece of the action.


Investments may very well be welcomed on the ground, especially when existing land prices are low. Few would complain about, say, a bookshop that replaces a sketchy-looking massage parlor that only opens after 7pm, or a small Mexican restaurant with neon lights that fills an empty storefront where the gutter punks and their Rottweilers used to hang out. But when existing land prices are higher, the changes can be harder to swallow – think an independent bookshop transformed into a bank, or an old neighborhood haunt that becomes a bland retail clothing outlet. By the time new condominiums go up and nearby residents start trickling out, most people with a sense of decency feel like something has gone wrong. In any case, each of these scenarios represents a form of capital accumulation, driven by the pursuit of profit.
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