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The migrant crisis at your doorstep Isabelle Coutant (CNRS, Iris, Paris) In the summer of 2015, in the midst of the European refugee crisis, hundreds of migrants occupied a disused high school in the multicultural and working-class neighborhood of Place des fêtes, in northeast Paris. These migrants were mostly men, the majority from Sudan, Eritrea, and Afghanistan. This "mini-Calais" had become the arrival destination of migrants in the French capital. Initially tolerated by the City of Paris, it has been self-managed with the backing of a collective of supporters. 1It was as a resident and parent of a student that I first faced this situation. My son was entering 6th grade in the middle school immediately next door. From his classroom, he had a view what was happening there. As a mother, I was concerned. I had mixed feelings, from compassion for the migrants, fear, and anger towards the public authorities who allowed a squat in a neighborhood like that, already neglected, in front of a disadvantaged institution.

As a sociologist, I decided to investigate the ways the neighborhood was reacting to this event. A study of them -the migrants -and of us -the inhabitants. It seemed to me that here was a quasi-experimental situation allowing for an analysis of what was also happening more widely across Europe: a sudden, and perceived as massive, arrival of refugees, without evident public policy to receive them. What makes some people engage with migrants while others reject them? Do these tensions threaten our democracies?

As much as it has been divisive, the question of migration has made democracy work from below. On the one hand, in the attempts of migrants to self-organize. On the other hand, in the involvement of residents who have been both anxious to welcome and to preserve their neighborhood, which has long been characterized by contact, mixing, first step of democracy understood as the need deal with others, as we are reminded by Marielle Macé in quoting Claude Lefort, in her essay dedicated to the migration crisis.

I. La Chapelle in Combat collective and House of Refugees

The occupation of the deserted high school was a continuation of a rallying that began on the sidewalks of the 18 th arrondissement of Paris, under the elevated railway of the La Chapelle metro station. A makeshift camp had formed there since the fall of 2014, mainly bringing together Sudanese and Eritreans. The reception mechanism for asylum applications being overloaded, they had no other choice but to wait on the street. On June 2 nd , 2015, this camp was brutally dismantled, and some residents, witness to police violence, organized a collective together with the migrants. In an opinion piece appearing in the newspaper Le Monde, they commented on the absurdity and cruelty of the situation: "It breaks them and it also breaks us as citizens." Camps then re-formed, mobilization grew, and general meetings, translated into different languages, were organized on the streets. A Facebook page was created. Relations between the collective and the City of Paris were tense, as were those with the traditional immigrant aid associations. The collective accused them of inaction, and collaboration with a deficient and abusive State.

In occupying the abandoned school in the Place des Fêtes, this group demanded the creation of a House of Refugees, which would be a place of first reception for new arrivals. Afghans, coming from other camps, joined the Eritreans and the Sudanese. Rooms were divided by nationality and even by ethnicity. Each community had elected a representative, and each room had its delegate. The Afghan representative played an important role because he was the only one able to speak with everybody: in addition to different languages of Afghanistan and English, he spoke Arabic. Meals were prepared in a large common kitchen, thanks to donations, but the Afghans preferred to cook in their rooms. The occupation rapidly attracted a good deal of media attention. Hundreds of volunteers, often young students, came from around the region to help with site maintenance and offer French classes, legal advice, nursing services, and assistance. For these young supporters, the occupation was a moment of politicization. Contacts were made with top-ranking higher education establishments (grande écoles) and universities to enroll asylum seekers whose studies had been interrupted, independently of their legal situation and sometimes counter to administrative advice.

This self-management worked relatively well for the first month, but then proved difficult with the increasing number of occupants and the tensions that began to arise within the collective. More than 100 new people arrived each week. The multiplication of donations, thanks to media coverage, attracted other occupants and fed trafficking. And the people living close by were helpless witnesses to the worsening situation.

II.

The occupied building in its urban environment.

The event initially divided the neighborhood, and led, in the housing block immediately next to the high school, to a rift in the tenants' association. A local organization, which had obtained from the City of Paris the promise of building a media library in the former high school, in this neighborhood devoid of community facilities, also experienced intense debates. And the elected officials of the politically left-leaning arrondissement, faced with a fait accompli on the part of the City of Paris, were torn between welcoming and supporting migrants and respecting the commitments they had made to voters. Most of the residents, whatever their feelings towards the refugees, perceived the decision of the City of Paris as cynical and disparaging. Some said that the City had salvaged its tourist season by making the migrants invisible; it tolerated them the moment they were hidden, within social housing.

Place des Fêtes has long been a working-class neighborhood, home to several waves of exiles since the end of the 19 th century, and where immigrants today make up 25% of the population. Half of the inhabitants in the area around the square live in social housing. Many are manual or clerical workers, even if the neighborhood is also home to a significant number of middle managers in private housing and in intermediate social housing. The unemployment rate and the number of single-parent families are considerably higher than the national average. The schools in this neighborhood are in the high-priority education network as many students receive financial aid. Many of these pupils are also recent immigrants, and a few are undocumented. Indeed, while Paris as a whole gentrified during the 1990s, this district experienced a relative downgrade. The thoughts of some of the inhabitants were thus "Why do they always put the problems here? Why don't the nice neighborhoods ever do their part?" Among the people sensitive to the cause of migrants, many feared an instrumentalization of the situation on the part of the National Front political party, who had, in fact, hastened to distribute mailbox leaflets just as the new school year was beginning. Worried, a green party representative, family physician in the neighborhood, and long-time champion of undocumented migrants, confided, "There could be nothing worse than telling the residents that the media library will not be built because there are the immigrants…."

III.

Local solidarities: between the refugee cause and the cause of a neighborhood

It was in reaction to such concerns that in the low-rise buildings immediately adjacent to the occupied high school, and following the split of the tenants' association, a group of residents decided to organize themselves at the intersection of a double cause: that of the migrants, considered as new neighbors, and that of a fragile neighborhood whose cohesion needed to be preserved. This informal group called themselves "Solidarité migrants Place des fêtes" and actively gathered about 15 people, active on an almost daily basis, and who informed another 80 unified people of their actions through a mailing list. The aim was to put pressure on public authorities and institutions to intervene and ensure decent living conditions for the occupants of the high school. The approach was more pragmatic that of the La Chapelle collective, much less radical from the point of view of the global refugee cause. It was also about working towards a relative local acceptance of the situation, by deconstructing the fantasies and rumors circulating the neighborhood. But the situation continued to deteriorate; it was necessary to ensure sufficient food, prevent fights, manage emergencies. And then to organize meetings between representatives of the migrants and the authorities so that they could negotiate themselves the conditions for the eviction that had ordered by the court in view of the poor health and safety standards of the site.

I became interested in the trajectories of the people involved in this group of neighbors and their reasons for mobilization. Many of them had been touched by looks and words exchanged with the occupants, resonating with their own family histories of exile, that of their parents or grandparents. As if there was something that needed to be mended within themselves, in what had been passed down to them.

For the most active people in the group, their solidarity commitment formed part of a more general local civic engagement. They were mostly women, with children in the middle school, involved for more than a decade in parent associations. Belonging to the intellectual or artistic classes, they saw their decision to send their children to the culturally mixed and socially disadvantaged public schools of the neighborhood as a political choice. "A politics of everyday life," as one of them said. "Social diversity is not something you theorize, it is something you practice," commented another. In the 2000s, these women had already rallied for undocumented families threatened with eviction, whose children were in school with their own offspring. They had also fought, a year prior to the occupation of the high school, to keep the middle school within the priority education network; the campaign lasted several weeks and was victorious. This daily citizen involvement was thus quickly reactivated when the high school was occupied, helping to explain the group's relative effectiveness. The possession of a strong local social capital (or "indigenous capital") helped to defend against the shock of this event, and gave the feeling of having a relatively strong grasp of the situation.

IV.

Anti-migrant sentiment: residents of fragile social identity

Together with my study of the residents in "solidarity" with the migrants, I also wanted to gather the opinions of those with more hostile reactions towards the refugees, in an effort to understand what differentiated these two groups. The latter did not express themselves publicly as a collective, rather their concerns remained confined to corridors and alleys. Perhaps the show of solidarity in the public space prevented them from coming together, obliging a form a political correctness. They were, however, able to articulate their anger on the occasion of the December 2015 regional elections. The Socialist party was particularly punished in this neighborhood polling station, which also saw an increase in votes for the National Front, the far left, and the green party.

The concerns of these inhabitants must be contextualized relative to their vulnerabilities, be they physical aging for the elderly, or social fragility for the most precarious. This vulnerability is accompanied by a comparative isolation from the local scene, in contrast to the indigenous capital of residents who acted to help the migrants. The "hostile" inhabitants shared a common feeling of their social identity being threatened by the forced cohabitation with the refugees, as if, for these people, it was them or us. In giving an account of their experiences, such individuals mobilized images of invasion and destruction. An elderly woman expressed the sentiment that the neighborhood had been "raped."

A naturalized, unemployed woman from Mauritius, age 38, put in the following terms, "We feel invaded. Imagine, you build a house, you see the bulldozers arrive. We said to ourselves, if they don't leave, then we will have to. The tragedy is that their arrival put into question our own presence. You stay where you feel you have roots. And perhaps when the migrants arrived, some people felt uprooted. And they reflect back an image of us… Do we like this image or not? If we don't get along, we are not going to stay." To fully understand this perspective, we must consider this woman's fragility since losing her job, and her broader history: a miraculous rise, thanks to schooling, from a shack without water or electricity where she lived alone with her grandmother before being able to migrate to France.

Before this investigation into the migration crisis, my research path had already led me to reflect on questions of tolerance or intolerance. I was interested in the ways that perceptions of the world have shifted among the working classes. In The Uses of Literacy, Hoggart dedicates a chapter to a vision of the world that contrasts the us of the working classes to the them of the bourgeois, the powerful, the officials, and all those who belong to that perceived as the world of others. In this 1950s model, the cohesion of the working classes, and their selfesteem, rely on this opposition. Yet the destructuring of the working classes, due to precariousness and mass unemployment, has led to the emergence of what Olivier Schwartz calls a "triangular conscience" where the them no longer designates only the elites but also those who are lower than oneself, from whom one must differentiate to avert the risk of falling. Among these are the "assisted," and often the "immigrated," or "young people of migrant backgrounds."

In a collective study on a Parisian suburb, recently translated under the title The France of the Little-Middles, we were particularly interested in another part of the population, who we called the "Little-Middles." This was an analysis of the reactions of the inhabitants of a modest residential neighborhood to the gradual arrival of hundreds of Chaldo-Assyrian refugee families in their community. We showed that the rejection of these new families was less a product of xenophobia -even if it could translate into a vote for the National Front -than of feelings of dispossession tied to transformations of a once homogeneous neighborhood, as much from a social as a physical, life cycle, point of view. Likewise, among the elderly of the Place des fêtes, who had arrived in the 1960s at the time the buildings were being constructed, there was this same feeling of dispossession linked to a weakening of sociability networks due to their aging and to generational turnover.

V. Remobilizations

After the evacuation of the high school in late October 2015, the Solidarité migrants Place des fêtes group, aware of these local fragilities, decided to continue to invest time and energy in the neighborhood. Many of its members were active in the tenants' associations of their respective buildings, before then opening a community café that has met, since 2016, once a month in the public space. The aim is to step away from inward-looking attitudes, to allow different categories of inhabitants to meet. From a broader perspective, the neighborhood has ultimately emerged stronger from this event: local associative life has intensified, and interrelations have grown in number, constituting a resource for other battles to be fought.

As for the former high school, three months after the evacuation, it became, by decision of the City, an official shelter for 140 asylum seekers without arousing hostility. It will soon be transformed into a media library and a House of refugees; this will be a place of information, not accommodation.

As for the La Chapelle in Combat collective, weakened by the tensions that had defined the occupation, it split into three groups: two migrant aid associations, one of which headed by a refugee, and a new collective, "La Chapelle Stand Up!" (La Chapelle Debout !). Advocacy has continued in support of other camps that continue to be set up in the north of Paris, even with the opening on the part of the City of a humanitarian center from 2016 to 2018. Another occupation took place in the University of Paris 8, which lasted several months. Recently, the La Chapelle Stand Up! collective has accompanied the Black Vests movement -a name inspired by that of the Yellow Vests. They protested deportations at the Charles de Gaulle airport in May of this year, and symbolically occupied the Pantheon in July to claim their rights, before being violently evicted.

VI. Conclusion

As a way of concluding, I'd like to introduce two broader elements for reflection based on this case.

The migrant crisis has become a political and moral crisis; it is a crisis of reception policies. It jeopardizes the democracies that, worried by the rise of populisms, abandon their values. Norbert Elias, who fled Nazi Germany in the inter-war period, argued that all groups, all societies, operate on logics of exclusion of outsiders by insiders. Yet he believed that the exclusion of outsiders was not inevitable and proposed an alternative: an acceleration of the integration of all. It seems to me that this was the path chosen by some of the inhabitants of Place des Fêtes. Obligating a form of political correctness in terms of reception, they were able to contain rejection discourses and divisions. In their own eyes, the neighborhood has benefitted and grown, cited as an example in the media, and has been strengthened. Its symbolic capital has increased and its social capital has intensified. And a more cohesive neighborhood can be expected to all the better ensure its function of integration of new populations.

There is a second element of reflection that I'd like to discuss before finishing. The arrival of foreigners is always an intrusion, otherwise they would not be foreigners. We are reminded of this by anthropologist Michel Agier in his one of his recent books. Intrusion can be scary, because the unknown is scary, independent of color or religion. A young middle school student of the Place des Fêtes, immigrant child, black skin, tall, had confided in one of his teachers when the high school was occupied that he felt scared. She asked him why. He replied, "Because they are not like us." It is meeting and interacting that allows to overcome fear, and this sometimes must be done with support. Those who have a fragile social identity, who cannot latch onto a solid and rewarding collective, are the most vulnerable when faced with this intrusion that destabilizes the I and the us.

Michel Agier also alludes to philosopher Jean-Luc Nancy, who draws a parallel between his heart transplant, and the transplant that takes place in the social body when foreigners arrive. His heart transplant did not immediately take, there were rejections, and it took him two years to get used to this foreign body. Reflecting on this process, Nancy concludes that he was transformed by this experience, that he is always himself, but that he is also a bit different. I'd like to think that the "migrant crisis" does not just jeopardize democracy, but can also be that, perhaps, which puts it back to work.

Isabelle Coutant, Les migrants en bas de chez soi, Seuil, Paris,