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President Macron's television announcement of "a fifty-day lockdown, at least" constituted a crucial step in the management of the pandemic in France. While Emmanuel Macron developed a new set of restrictions on civil liberties, his discourse, and the government's communication in general, was confusing for many French people because of the many contradictory injunctions formulated since the beginning of March. Combined with an existing suspicion among the population toward politicians and the media generally, and the rise of a new and unknown disease, this cacophony of communication opened a window of opportunity for alternative discourses and explanations for the pandemic, some of which were conspiratorial in nature.

With this in mind, I will first examine the sequence of communication at the beginning of the pandemic and its effect on conspiratorial theorizing in France. Next, I will present the content of Covid-19 conspiracy narratives that circulated in France, mainly on the internet, in comparison to those of previous epidemics: the 1889-90 influenza, the 1918-21 "Spanish" flu, AIDS since 1982, and the 2009 swine flu. Finally, I will tackle the political uses of those conspiracy theories by far-right activists on the internet, politicians from the smaller parties in the context of the 2022 presidential election, and during street demonstrations against de facto mandatory vaccination and the introduction of a Covid health certificate.

The Beginning of the Pandemic: Awkward Political Communication as an Opportunity for Conspiratorial Discourse

As I argued elsewhere (Giry 2022), the combination of three factors opened a window of opportunity for alternative modes of political and social regulation 14 COVID-19 CONSPIRACY THEORIES IN FRANCE

such as conspiracy theories. First, there was the development of a new coronavirus, for which the scientific community had not reached a consensus in understanding or treatment. Second, there was the long-established mistrust of politics and the media [START_REF] Blondiaux | De la démocratie en France. En finir avec les faux-semblants[END_REF][START_REF] Cheurfa | 2009-2019: La crise de la confiance politique[END_REF][START_REF] Kantar | Baromètre 2021 de la confiance des Français dans les media[END_REF]. Third, at a time that required strong, clear statements, French official communication had been contradictory and confusing since the very beginning of the pandemic, in March 2020. On March 3, for example, a government spokeswoman insisted that: "We won't close the schools. Even if stage 3 is reached, that is to say a pandemic that circulates all over the country, we won't stop the everyday life of France." President Macron, on March 5, said: "At this time, we all know that the pandemic is inexorable." Two days later, the French president, after attending a play in a theater, declared that, "There is no reason, except for vulnerable people, to change our habits and hobbies," while clusters were already reported in several parts of France (Oise, Val d'Oise, Haut-Rhin, Bas-Rhin, Morbihan, Corsica, etc.). On March 9, France banned rallies of more than 1,000 people, and on March 11, visits to retirement homes were suspended. The very same day, while visiting a grammar school, the minister of health told accompanying journalists, "Children do not constitute a vulnerable public. There is no reason to fear bringing them to school." Those words were confirmed the next morning by the minister of education -"We never thought to close schools" -while in the evening President Macron ordered a set of restrictions to combat "the most serious health crisis in one century," including school closures. During his statement, the president also called upon people to stay at home, except to vote in the municipal elections the following Sunday. On March 14, the then prime minister announced more restrictive measures, such as the closure at midnight of "all non-essential" public places. After a historical rate of abstention for municipal elections -55 percent -President Macron declared on March 16 that France was at "war" and announced "a fifty-day lockdown, at least." Under threat of fines or other punishment, "non-essential" travels were prohibited; "essential journeys" were subjected to self-authorization through an official form.

In addition to the uncertainty caused by the new virus itself (even including its name: le/la Covid-19, coronavirus, SARS-CoV-2, 2019-nCoV, "Chinese virus" etc.), these episodes illustrate the confusion and contradictions in government communication since the very beginning of the pandemic. Indeed, this contradictory and unclear messaging has been constantly repeated since then. Masks were deemed useless in March 2020, but then became imperative to wear in public in April; the idea of introducing a "health passport" was dismissed as pure fantasy in April 2020, only for Covid-19 health passes to be established in August (which became a "vaccine pass" in February 2022). Likewise, the quid pro quo concerning the suspension for a couple of days of the AstraZeneca vaccine in March 2021, all the while described as safe and beneficial according to the health authorities. It is no surprise that many French citizens, combined with a preexisting suspicion of the political class, doubted that the government could efficiently fight the Covid-19 pandemic [START_REF] Perrineau | La société française et la pandémie de la Covid-19[END_REF].

The combination of these aforementioned factors provided a "window of opportunity," that is, a sociopolitical configuration that favors the emergence and spreading of alternative modes of regulation and comprehension of the health crisis, such as conspiracy theories or medical populism.

Covid-19 Conspiracy Theories in France: New Wine in Old Bottles?

Generally speaking, conspiracy theories thrive in periods of crisis and social turmoil. A conspiracy theory is defined as "the conviction that a secret, omnipotent individual or group covertly controls the political and social order or some part thereof circulates solely on the margins of society" (Fenster 2008, 1). From a functionalist point of view [START_REF] Giry | A Specific Social Function of Rumors and Conspiracy Theories: Strengthening Community's Ties in Trouble Times. A Multilevel Analysis[END_REF], political entrepreneurs use conspiracy theories to offer concurrent, alternative, and determinist explanations, symbolically reassuring, of literally extraordinary events, like terrorist attacks, assassinations, natural catastrophes, or pandemics. I will now summarize the main conspiracy theories that have spread in France since the beginning of the Covid-19 pandemic and examine parallels with those that flourished in previous pandemics dating from the end of the nineteenth century.

Among the first concerns was the foreign origin of the virus. This process of othering is a common feature in times of pandemic: the flu was "Russian" in 1889-90, "Spanish" in 1918-21, and "Mexican" in 2009, while the contemporary virus is "Chinese." At the beginning of the pandemic, while most scientists argued in favor of the zoonotic origin of a new coronavirus that developed first in China, many alternative theories emerged on the French internet: a deliberate lab leak in Wuhan or a biochemical weapon 1 created on purpose by Israel or the United States. According to this line of thinking, Covid-19 is part of a conspiracy led by hostile foreign countries to destroy France for their own benefits. Alain Soral, a prominent French far-right conspiracy theorist and antisemitic activist, assumed that Israel and its "agents" like the-then Minister of Health Agnes Buzyn (or Buzyn-Lévi as he insisted on saying), Bill Gates, and George Soros, in association with "Big Pharma," were responsible for the spread of the virus. The same was true in 1918, when, after World War I, the newspaper L'Echo d'Alger claimed that the so-called Spanish flu was in fact a German vengeance plot: "This infection is spread by evil Boche chemists who have introduced their corrupted bacillus in cans, who have sprinkled it on fruits and vegetables" (quoted in Omari and Doucet 2020).

Pharma" and notably the Pasteur Institute were also accused of being responsible for the pandemic. The main accusation was that Covid-19 was created in labs to sell vaccines for huge profit. This thesis was supported not only by most of the well-known French conspiracist leaders (Soral, Cassen from Riposte Laïque, or Laibi a.k.a. Le Libre Penseur, etc.), the newly created "re-information" website Ré-info Covid [START_REF] Giry | Des vérités plurielles? Sciences et médiation au prisme des défiances et hésitations vaccinales en France[END_REF], but also YouTube influencers specializing in alternative medicine or new-age theories such as Silvano Trotta, Thierry Casasnovas, or Jean-Jacques Crevecoeur. In addition to those leading conspiracist

BOX 14.1 DIDIER RAOULT, A TYPICAL CASE OF "MEDICAL POPULISM"

Didier Raoult emerged into the public eye in February-March 2020 as a polarizing figure, loved or loathed. An advocate of hydroxychloroquine as a cure for Covid-19, the French microbiologist personifies the "medical populism" of the likes of Professors Even, Andrieu, and Venet in the beginning of the AIDS pandemic in the mid-1980s with the "cyclosporine affair" [START_REF] Dodier | L'espace de la recherche médicale[END_REF]). Medical populism consists of "a political style that constructs antagonistic relations between 'the people' whose lives have been put at risk by 'the establishment' " (Lasco and Curato 2019, 1), which takes advantage of the crisis, and the uncertainty it develops, to publicly advance, in terms of agenda-setting, heterodox/marginal positions in the medical field and the public sphere. Medical populism, then, is based on three cumulative criteria: (1) The call to the people, common sense, and righteousness in opposition to expert and established knowledge as well as medical, industrial ("Big Pharma"), or political elites considered to be corrupt and incompetent; (2) the urgency of strong and immediate action to contain the ongoing crisis in opposition to long-term medical research;

(3) the simplification, the dramatization, and the spectacularization of the crisis and its issues.

In this respect, even if Raoult does not overtly support conspiracy theories, it is not surprising that his positions are backed or exploited, in part at least, by conspiracist far-right activists. Indeed, medical populism and conspiracy theories share key features: the rejection of elites and institutions of regulation or socialization (media, government, public health agencies, etc.) on behalf of the supposedly true people; the denunciation of purported secret or unlawful interests (conflict of interest, corruption, "Big Pharma"); the advocacy of miraculous and cheap treatments in opposition to established knowledge (hydroxychloroquine, azithromycine, or ivermectine); and bypassing mainstream communication channels in favor of alternative ones and social media (YouTube, Twitter).

figures, people like the humorist Jean-Marie Bigard and the singer Francis Lalanne argued that the government had purposely banned cheap and efficient early cures such as hydroxychloroquine, ivermectin, or azithromycin (see Box 14.1). This "Big Pharma" conspiracy theory played a central part in a French internet blockbuster Hold-Up!. Viewed almost six million times, this features physicians, scholars, and well-known political personalities 2 who defend, like Plandemic in the Englishspeaking world, the idea that the Covid-19 pandemic was voluntarily (mis)led by the authorities to advance a Great Reset agenda, just like with AIDS in the

BOX 14.2 CONSPIRACY THEORIES IN FRANCE: A VERY BRIEF HISTORY

It is often argued that modern conspiracy theories in France started during the French Revolution [START_REF] Tackett | Conspiracy Obsession in a Time of Revolution: French Elites and the Origins of Terror, 1789-1792[END_REF][START_REF] Oberhauser | Freemasons, Illuminati and Jews: Conspiracy Theories and the French Revolution[END_REF], mostly through the writings of Abbé Barruel, who claimed that "in the French Revolution, everything, even down to the most frightful excesses, was foreseen, intended, contrived, determined, decided upon: everything was the effect of the most profound wickedness, since all had been prepared and brought about by men who alone held the threads of long-fomented conspiracies in the secret societies and who knew how to choose and hasten the moments most favorable for their plots" (quoted in Giry 2020). Those "men" according to Barruel have names: the "demagogues" (i.e., the philosophers of the Enlightenment), the "freemasons," and "a society even more secret," that is, those who John Robison famously mistakenly called the Illuminati.

As [START_REF] Leroy | Le mythe jésuite[END_REF] and Cubbit (1993) noticed, what would become known as the "Jesuit myth" was the culmination of a huge conspiratorial imaginary from the seventeenth to the nineteenth centuries. Accused of being a "mysterious Sanhedrin" aiming to topple France and destroy Catholicism, the Jesuits were typical figures of hatred, like the Knights Templar were the century before (Giry 2020).

From the nineteenth century to the end of the Vichy regime, Jews and freemasons were targeted in right-wing newspapers as the cause of France's decay. Maurras, for instance, developed the conspiracy theory of "four confederate states" he named "Anti-France, secretly acting in cahoots to take over the country: foreigners (les métèques), Protestants, freemasons, and Jews.

After World War II and the Holocaust, conspiracy theories in France were confined to covert far-right circles. It is only during the early 2000s, immediately after the 9/11 attacks, that they reappeared in the public sphere, first with the publication of Meyssan's 9/11: The Big Lie (L'effroyable imposture) in 2002 and, even more spectacularly, in 2015 after the jihadist attacks which gave birth to so many conspiracy theories. Since then, successive French governments have engaged in a struggle against conspiracy theories.

1980s. The video also claims that the New World Order agenda began with the introduction of liberticidal measures such as lockdowns or mask-wearing in public spaces. 3 Mask-wearing and "Big Pharma" conspiracy theories echo narratives that were circulating in 1898-90 when physicians and chemists (nicknamed "Potards") were accused of making scandalous profits and in 1919 when mask-wearing was presented as an unlawful assault on civil liberties [START_REF] Vagneron | Une presse influenzée? Le traitement journalistique de la pandémie de grippe 'russe' à Paris (1889-1890)[END_REF].

Another common feature in pandemic conspiracy theories is neophobia, that is, the incrimination of new technologies allegedly responsible for the disease or its cover-up: radio waves during the 1918 "Spanish" flu, 3G in the 2002-04 SARS epidemic, smartphones themselves during the 2009 H1N1 flu, and now 5G technology. Interestingly, the theory that 5G is responsible for the Covid-19 pandemic was first argued on January 20, 2020, by a prominent French conspiratorial website Les Moutons Enragés (The Angry Sheep) [START_REF] Bruns | Corona? 5G? or Both?': The Dynamics of COVID-19/5G Conspiracy Theories on Facebook[END_REF], even though 5G was not yet in use in France.

Another set of conspiracy theories arose in the public sphere, claiming that government officials were deliberately exaggerating the dangers of Covid-19. They were supported by activist groups such as Aude digitale (Digital Dawn), crank physicians like Christian Perronne or Louis Fouché (Ré-info Covid), and professional conspiracy theorists like Alain Soral, who famously promoted in France the "empty hospitals theory" that spread on Twitter through the hashtag "#Film-YourHospital." This theory is particularly interesting because it triggered conflicts among French conspiracists, notably between Alain Soral and his former sidekick Vincent Lapierre, founder of Le média pour tous (The Media for All). Lapierre, who tried to reposition himself during the Yellow Vest movement as a legitimate "citizen journalist," found here a new opportunity to condemn his former boss of antisemitism and conspiracism. In return, he was accused of "BFMization" (from BFM TV, a 24-hour mainstream information channel, claimed to be Israel-led in conspiratorial discourses) and bowing down before the Israeli lobby.

From the Internet to the Streets: "Anti-pass" Protests and Political Uses of Conspiracy Theories in the Context of the 2022 Presidential Election

Although Covid-19 conspiracy theories have mainly circulated on the internet, some far-right politicians pushed them in the public sphere: National Front leader Marine Le Pen -although supporting "freedom of vaccination" and against the Covid-safe ticket (CST) -or the far-right polemist Eric Zemmour -who proposed removing the CST -rejected Covid-19 conspiracy theories about 5G, Bill Gates, or biochemical weapons (while still supporting Great Replacement ones). Florian Philippot, former National Front deputy leader; Nicolas Dupont-Aignan, leader of the sovereigntist party Debout la France!; or François Asselineau, leader of Union Populaire pour la République support conspiracy theories about a forthcoming "health dictatorship" in which de facto mandatory vaccination and the introduction of a Covid-safe ticket (transformed in February 2022 into a "vaccine pass") play a decisive part. During the 2022 presidential election, those "little candidates," or outsiders, were trying to make political gains by adopting unconventional, not to say heterodox, and conspiratorial positions in the political field. Indeed, since the middle of 2020, Philippot has organized in Paris a weekly protest against "health dictatorship and for civil liberties." Step by step, other street protests developed throughout France, joined by leading conspiratorial and "anti-vax" figures like Pierre Cassen or Christine Tasin from Riposte Laïque, Richard Bourtry (ex-journalist of the new FranceSoir), 4 crank physicians like Louis Fouché and Alexandra Haurrion-Caude from Ré-info Covid with its self-proclaimed "independent scientific committee," and artists likes Jean-Marie Bigard and Francis Lalanne. Whereas more than 90 percent of the French population over the age of 12 is vaccinated, 5 and more than 60 percent of French people approved the introduction of the CST for public events, those "anti-pass" protests, while struggling to mobilize after September 2021, were evidence of the huge polarization of French society on the eve of the 2022 presidential election. President Macron's legitimacy is highly contested (and even more so after he declared he wanted to "piss-off" -emmerdernon-vaccinated people); the traditional right-wing candidate Valérie Pécresse is marginalized in the public debate; the left is divided, and the polls indicate that the far-right leader Marine Le Pen could qualify for the second round of the election.

Notes

A viral video posted on March

25, 2020, on Facebook by @laurentjlc assumed that the pandemic was already planned in 2018 and was revealed in a Korean series, My Secret Terrius (S. 1, E. 10), which referred to "a mutant coronavirus" used as "a biochemical weapon." See Fourneau and Pailleux 2020. 2 After the film was broadcast, some participants asked to be withdrawn, including former Minister of Foreign Affairs Philippe Douste-Blazy or the sociologist Monique Pinçon-Charlot. They alleged that the edit and general tone of the film did not fit with their own views or words. 3 The second part of the film, released on November 18, 2021, argued that the virus was manufactured on purpose by "Big Pharma." 4 FranceSoir, a highly conspiratorial website, should not be confused with the former daily newspaper France-Soir. 5 Accessed on November 22, 2021, https://covidtracker.fr/vaccintracker.