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Applauses and Banners, Horns and
Fireworks: Tracing the Sonic
Expression of French Social
Movements During Lockdown

Alessandro Greppi and Diane Schuh

1. Introduction

In France!, strikes and demonstrations marked 2019 and the beginning of 2020. Several
social movements emerged and generated transport strikes, teacher strikes, and large
demonstrations in opposition to several bills, including the pension reform bill. The
demonstrations against pension reforms began on 5 December 2019 and grew to
include several million citizens?. The Yellow Vests - a popular movement protesting for
economic justice, initiated by the rising costs of fuel - joined the movement on 7
December, and higher education and research personnel in January 2020. At that time,
shortly before the confinement, a wide range of protest songs (including “Le Chant des
partisans®”, “On est la*”), brass bands, traditional Brazilian percussion ensembles called
batucadas, choirs, screams, sound systems, and political slogans, all gave rhythm to
France’s political and social life. The social movement seemed to never stop. However,
in the face of the accelerating health crisis related to the spread of COVID-19, the
French government decided abruptly to confine the country on 17 March 2020. The
question arose as to how to continue to express disagreement with public policies,
when the very possibility of protesting was effectively prohibited by the lockdown.
How can the voices of protest be listened to and heard when the vast majority of its
actors are confined in their homes?

In this article, we analyse the sonic responses to this question. For this study, we
conducted a virtual ethnography by collecting visual and sonic documents online. We
followed activist groups on social media and analysed their practices: how did they
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gather and what codes did they reference while shifting the avenues of the protest
from the street to the windows and balconies? We studied how they created alternative
venues of expression across visual and sonic dimensions. We also analysed how new
and traditional media chose to report and portray these practices. Departing briefly
from virtual ethnography, we also conducted daily recordings for 15 days outside our
windows during lockdown, focusing on the 8:00 pm clapping event - a social and sonic
practice that was established in France and other countries during the first lockdown.
Which alternative avenues of expression did these confined struggles find during the
lockdown? Did the lockdown inspire new sonic materials and approaches that
facilitated dissident expressions? How did these movements position themselves in
relation to the 8:00 pm applause for caregivers’ ritual, also initiated during the
lockdown?

For clarity, we will use the term soundscape in this article to refer to the sonic and
acoustic environment of the places and milieux we are analysing. With reference to
Murray Schafer (1977), we are reading the term with the actualization of the notion of
milieu theorized by Augustin Berque®. Each place we analysed has specific sonic
characteristics that were induced by sonic events circumscribed in a specific time
frame (applause, protests, fireworks, etc.). These sonic events were overlaying the
usual sonic environment, which was itself also affected by the lockdown. These events
reconfigured the soundscape, creating a sonic bursting in an otherwise calmer
soundscape. For the sake of simplification, we will use the term soundscape as a
reference to what could be called a punctuating sound environment overlaying the
usual soundscape.

We trace the transition of the protest from the street to the window by focusing mainly
on the sonic dimension, but we will start by analysing an artefact that facilitated the
shift between visual and sound: the protest banner. To this end we collected banner
photos taken by activists and shared on social media with specific hashtags. By noting
the musical and sonic aspects of these banners, we observed how windows and
balconies singularly replaced public forums during the lockdown. We then consider the
places of these sonic events, particularly during what became the daily 8:00 pm
applauses. Having recorded the applause on a daily basis, we chose one representative
excerpt focused on the socializing aspects of this event, and compared this situated
expression with other recordings gathered online. We went on to examine the
appropriation of this social practice for purposes of protest. Finally, we analysed how
the use of horns, sirens and fireworks allowed for the appropriation of a counter-space
of appearance - framed here in response to Hannah Arendt’s “space of appearance”,
that comes into being wherever people participate in the realm of the political - by
invisibilised and excluded populations. We also analysed a collection of recordings
made by the parties concerned and shared on social media for the purpose of
reclaiming their own narratives.

2. #CortegeDeFenétre: When the Songs of the Protests
are Displayed in the Window

After several months of struggle and demonstrations, France found itself confined on
17 March. The demonstrators had to reorganise. The ban on public gatherings made the
task difficult. The chants of the union processions stopped. The confinement became
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then, for some, an opportunity to reuse the tools, sounds, and musical materials of
traditional demonstrations in a critical and creative way. It was then a question of
rethinking the struggle on another scale. During the lockdown, demonstrations
organized in Paris or in other big cities took place on a more local scale. New
solidarities were created with neighbours and through political events with a micro-
local dimension. On social media, the hashtag #CortégeDeFenétres tagged banners of
the demonstrations that were hung from windows during the lockdown. The cortége de
téte (leading procession), now confined, expressed itself at the window instead. The
phenomenon is socially not insignificant. In Europe, where demonstrations
traditionally take place in the streets, windows and balconies have historically taken on
a role of substituting the public forum. At the border of the public and private spheres,
balconies and windows are full of social significance?®.

The balcony, in particular, has been a military device in the Middle Ages, a stage for
authoritarian and fascist powers in the twentieth century, and a promise of social
progress and emancipation for the working classes in post-World War II Europe®. The
windows of the #CortégeDeFenétres served for their part as political flags for claims
that fell within wider anti-government protests. These windows participated in a
reinvention of notions of public space during the lockdown.

The impact of these actions was amplified through social media. Indeed, social media is
becoming a virtual space of interaction for political expression. During the lockdown,
these ways of expressing were amplified by the impossibility of gathering outside. We
can argue then that the sociology of social struggle, here displaced to balconies and
windows, forms part of a broader digitization of balconies, leading to a virtual
conversion of the formal architectural reality of the balcony. This phenomenon existed
prior to the lockdown and reminded us of the way Julian Assange used balconies to
stage public appearances from the Ecuadorian Embassy in London'. Notably, in France
this appropriation of a private space for political purposes can lead to prosecution!!,
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Figure 1: the slogan reads “Money for the public hospital, solidarity with the cashiers?”. lllustration
based on a photo from a collaborative collection of protest banner photography collected on Twitter
under the hashtag #CortégeDeFenétre.

Dupglﬁ'(g HOPITAL pusLic

SOLIDAIRE i=s CAISSIERES

8 We were able to observe the content of these messages, consisting of slogans chanted
or sung during demonstrations (see Figure 1). We recognised that the makers of these
banners were either reproducing the same banner slogans as those seen during the
protests, or painting the slogans that were only chanted. Thus the slogans, sometimes
written in verse, privileged the expressiveness of form. Sound effects were translated
by the use of rhymes which facilitate oral and rhythmic transmission. The poetic
dimension is marked on canvas.

Figure 2: The banner reads “The corona will disappear; The commune will bloom again'”

LE CORONA
DISPARAITRA

LA COMMUNE
@ REFLEURIRA !
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The songs evoked are from the culture of struggle. The Paris Commune is referenced
here by the cherries on the banner shown above (Figure 2) and the song “Le temps des
cerises” (The time of cherries). Written in 1868, this song is associated with the
Commune because its author, Jean Baptiste Clément, was a Communard who fought
during the Semaine sanglante. Its lyrics have been interpreted as a metaphor of a lost
revolution®.

In general, most slogans evoke struggles that preceded the lockdown and which were
adapted to the medical-lexical field related to the fight against COVID-19. The slogans
are critical of government policy. Examples include:

Macron don’t leave your poor behind
Pangolins against capitalism

Money for the hospital not for capital!
Let’s kill the capitalism that kills us! Let’s save the public service that saves us!
Euros for the hospital

Money! Money! For the public hospital!
Broken public service = danger

Our lives are worth more than their profits
Save lives not the economy

2018: macron cuts 4172 hospital beds
Never forgive never forget.

Other slogans drew parallels with the notion of the police state:

All

Covid-19

Are

Bastards

Support for hospitals'
Here, the acrostic form was used. The slogan refers to the acronym All Cops Are
Bastards. This anti-police slogan was popularized during the British miners’ strike of
1984-1985"". Here, the confined slogan can also be read as ACAB, Support for Hospitals.
These anti-police slogan tries to camouflage itself under an anti-COVID-19 phrase by
playing on semantic ambiguity.

Other slogans assimilate anti-state positions to the lockdown:

ACAB however!®

Covid-19 Everywhere

Justice nowhere

Solidarity with Caregivers, delivery people, cashiers, construction workers®...
The punctuation and the exclamation points, remind us that we are in the domain of
listening and shouting. On one banner, musical notes have even been drawn (two
sixteenth notes and two eighth notes), making explicit the association between the two
senses, visual and auditory, which is apparent in this approach (see Figure 3). Beyond
the solfegic precision, it recalls a fight song. More than reading the banner, it is
necessary to sing it.
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Figure 3: the banner reads “We're here even if there's corona; We are here; Support for caregivers;
For the hospital; + money2?”

ON EST LA &
MEME SI YA LE

|CORONA |
/7 ON EST LA

SOUTIEN AUX

——SOIGNANTS——
POUR L’HOPITAL

+ D’ARGENT

If, confined, the demonstrators could no longer sing together in the streets, they could
write their songs and slogans in capital letters. They revived these songs, in an almost
mournful silence, in order to continue the struggle, as if the survival of the expressions
of their protest depended on this music. It is enough that the passer-by or the
neighbour reads and/or sings them so that the message is disseminated. In this way,
despite being confined, the demonstrations continue through the multiplication of
individual initiatives, at the window or at the balcony. The appropriation of window
and balcony spaces for the political purpose of continuing the demonstrations took
place in a context that has provoked other confined collective demonstrations. Thus,
these banners were hung in parallel or in opposition to another ritual which was set up
from the first day of the confinement: the 8:00 pm applause.

3. The Applause at 8:00 pm: The Rhythms of a New
Confined Socialization

3.1 Appearance of clapping

Inspired by their Italian neighbours who had already been confined for two weeks, the
French began to applaud at eight p.m. to honour the work of caregivers considered as
being on the front lines of the fight against COVID-19. According to Aymeric Renou?, a
journalist at Le Parisien, the first applause was heard in France on Tuesday 17 March,
the first day of lockdown. Depending on the neighbourhood and the city, the applause
and the wishes of solidarity were extended to workers who continued to go out to
pursue their missions essential to the life of the community, in a territory where the
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virus was active. Invisibilised workers, cashiers, delivery men and women, garbage
collectors, and construction workers, found themselves in the media spotlight for a
moment. The ritual was well established and would last throughout the confinement
(from 17 March to 11 May 2020). Shortly before eight p.m., the French would stand at
their window or balcony to applaud the essential workers. The event lasted five, ten, or
sometimes 15 minutes. As the month of March progressed, this event, for many the
only social moment of the day, transformed into a party.

3.2 What is clapping?

Applause is the sound of two hands clapping together. In his article “Applause: A Social
Behaviour,” sociologist David Victoroff notes that applause is a social mark of
satisfaction and approval®?. He also notes that clapping involves a “contagious”
movement?, and the expression of a “conventional and institutionalized” gesture?.
Finally, he notes that we are here in a gesture of “communication and language”?.
Thus:

The manifestations of admiration and approval are thus regulated by the group to

which the individual belongs. It is the group that determines the circumstances in

which applause is recommended, tolerated or forbidden, and sometimes even

regulates its intensity and duration. The applause is thus a social expression of

approval, not only as a collective demonstration, but also and especially as a
conventional demonstration?.

With these definitions in mind, let's listen to some excerpts from the 8:00 pm applause.

3.3 What clapping means in times of confinement

We can listen to an excerpt we recorded on 10 April 2020, on rue des Hautes Formes in
the 13th arrondissement of Paris:

This media file cannot be displayed. Please refer to the online document http://
journals.openedition.org/filigrane/1424

From 00:37, we hear a single person clapping quite slowly (almost one beat per second),
it is not yet 8:00 pm. Finally, at eight (one minute later), the applause starts in the
distance, then a tambourine starts its percussion (at 01:20 approximately), and at 01:37
we hear a yelp siren?. At about 03:50, we distinctly hear a rhythmic percussion,
probably by means of a stick and a plastic or metallic surface; in any case it seems to be
a homemade percussion instrument. We also hear the tambourine trying to keep up
with this rhythm by beating along with the beat. At the end, the tambourine takes over
and we again hear the slow clapping of the beginning. From 04:53 on, we hear non-
musical socializing.

In addition to the rhythmic and sonic dimension of the applause, the confinement
highlights the social dimension of the applause. Indeed, as the confinement progressed,
the ritual of applause became a moment of re-socialization, especially between
neighbours. Every evening, after about five minutes of applause, the inhabitants began
to converse and to exchange news with one other. In this recording, from 04:53
onwards, we can hear: “enjoy your weekend”, “tomorrow, an aperitif!” or “we'll have
some delivered for everyone”. Listening to emblematic recordings of the soundscape of

Filigrane, 28 | 2023



23

24

25

Applauses and Banners, Horns and Fireworks: Tracing the Sonic Expression of F...

this neighbourhood at 8:00 pm during the confinement?, allows us to highlight the
conventional character of the ritual. Originally conceived as a tribute to the essential
workers, this ritual becomes a moment of sharing and musical communication. Indeed,
the different applauses answer each other in imitation and develop rhythms whose
effect seems to palliate the solitude and the silence of the confinement. The applause is
a conventional rite, but it does not make consensus. The hypocrisy that some can
detect in the message conveyed, and the social and political manipulations of the
gesture have given rise to numerous criticisms, with some seeing this practice as a way
to “buy a good conscience®”.

Thus, beyond the musical interpretations that one might make, applauding in times of
confinement is also a way of situating oneself socially and politically, and of
constructing an identity within a movement. These different types of applause can also
be compared to the different socio-professional categories that populate the different
districts of Paris and in the immediate suburbs (for those that we were able to record).
Thus, the music of the applause reveals the social territory in which it is situated®.
Without seeing the architecture, we hear the environment. The ear reveals to us clues
on the geographical and political position of the “applauders”. In this way, certain
districts are more receptive to the movements of contestation, and certain activists are
going to position themselves in opposition to the conventional applause that they judge
to be devoid of sense, or even completely hypocritical. But through criticism, creation
and craft is manifested.

4. Hijacking a Consensual Ritual for the Benefit of
Social Struggle

4.1 Hijacking the applause to make a connection: the role of sound

In the urban environment, the #CorteégeDeFenétres described above, with the banners
and the projections (for example, the unauthorized projections warning of the
economic consequences of the lockdown for the culture related professions®!) are
themselves enough because of the numerous passersby. In rural and suburban areas,
where passersby are more scarce, these demonstrations risked going unnoticed. The
protesters produced visual objects that they chose to disseminate through other means
of communication. They then used social networks in order to reach a wider audience.
In both cases, the mobilization started on social networks and ended at the micro-local
level, where it participated in recreating links with neighbours. The mobilization thus
becomes a pretext for forging links on the balcony, at the window, or in the courtyards
and other spaces of resocialization during confinement.

This need to connect is especially evident among the underprivileged, the forgotten of
so-called equal opportunities, and the low-income communities in peripheral France
excluded from the visual public space. The latter suddenly found themselves in a
position to be heard. The desire to be heard by the government became, as in
traditional demonstrations, also a call for friendship and togetherness with one's peers.
The songs that brought people together in social struggles, before the arrival of
COVID-19, reacquired this role by expanding their audience. With the help of
loudspeakers, those excluded from the visual space amplified emblematic songs from
recent social struggles (see for example the official clip of the Yellow Vests of D1ST1%?),
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chanting slogans in the yards of buildings for example, far from the eyes of passersby
and media cameras.

4.2 The different sound modalities of these detours: casserolade,
balcony concerts for politically causes, slogans at the window,
sound and light shows

The balcony and the window, open to the public space, can thus constitute a space in
between, defined here as the threshold between public and private spaces. This space
was used as a banner and a place of expression to thank the caregivers. This space has
also been used sometimes, through detours, to express feelings of indignation, dissent,
and to collectively express a rejection of the government. We will now listen to some
emblematic examples of these detours for the benefit of social and political demands:

4.3 Shouting, slogans, casserolades and DIY percussion

Some activists opposed the applause that they considered empty of meaning, and even
totally hypocritical. One could then hear an appropriation of the eight p.m. applause.
People took advantage of this ritual to continue the protests. One of the sound
expressions from the protests is called casserolade. These are real concerts of pots and
pans, for “to clap with a pan is to protest” *. Following the tradition of the charivari, a
medieval ritual where noise was used to express a collective dissent when a social rule
is broken?, the concert of pans was used to protest against King Louis Philippe in the
1830s. Thus, during the confinement in 2020, we heard again the casserolade. This sonic
manifestation sometimes provided an addition to the sound environment of the eight
p-m. applause.

Let us listen to this first excerpt®®. A woman at her window with a saucepan:
“Hospitals abused! Macron must pay! *””. And another example in which we can hear
“Money! Money! For the public hospital! *”. In this last example, you can hear the
rhythmic rendition of the slogan “Du fric du fric” and then people chanting “On est 13,
on est la...”. These are exactly the protest songs that could be heard during the street
demonstrations before the lockdown; they are now organised and chanted from
windows and balconies.

4.4 The sound and light shows and projections, a dynamic extension
of the banners

Other demonstrations involved sound and image. One video, for example, is an
anonymous montage set to a soundtrack, found on the Facebook page Nantes
Révoltée®. We can see and listen to different projections broadcast during the now
traditional moment of applause at eight p.m. In the first excerpt, these words are
projected onto the fagade:

Money for the public hospital

It's not a war it's an epidemic, less cops more masks

Money for the public hospital

THANK YOU to the cashiers, garbage collectors, postal workers
Money for the public hospital
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Money for public research

Solidarity is the weapon of the people

Let’s kill the capitalism that kills us, let's save the public services that save us

Money for the public hospital.
One will notice here the couplet-chorus organization of the beginning, then a collection
of messages that we find on the various fabric banners, and the return of the chorus
“Money for the public hospital”. The second excerpt is an animated image of clapping
hands against a background of pan drums. This association could be read as a paradox
between the symbolism associated with the act of clapping hands - to be viewed as a
continuum of the conventional applause - and politically situated pan drums. The third
extract is a video of fireworks over a background soundtrack of horns, a foghorn,
shouts, and applause (we will come back later to this modality of protest). The fourth
extract is a video of a projection of words on a facade, the background sound being
applause. We can read:

Hospitals: Macron - Keep - Your - Tributes - We - Want - Jobs - We - Want - Beds - We -
Want - Equipment - We - Want - Real - Salaries - We - Want - Real - Pensions -
Neighbours - I - Love - You - Neighbours - We - Make - Noise?

By listening to these examples, we can hear how the soundscape of the protests moved
to a new environment between public and private space, creating a kind of political
balconism®. The confined French cities became noisy again, as the bearers of a protest
movement created a new 8:00 pm soundscape: rhythmic, noisy, and political.
Unfortunately, windows and balconies were not available to everyone during the
confinement. Other sound events took place outside of the window.

5. Exit the Window: The New Soundscape of Confined
Towns and Suburbs in Protest

5.1 Diverting the 8:00 p.m. applause by honking horns

During lockdown, 25 percent of the French population continued to go to work*.. This
segment of the population, considered essential during the crisis, could not always
express themselves. Some of these workers, often on the road at eight p.m., chose to
honk rather than applauding. Every evening, during the first lockdown, garbage
collectors in downtown Nimes drove and honked horns to pay tribute to healthcare
workers#, Small traders, truck drivers, ambulance drivers, taxi drivers, and Uber
drivers followed a similar approach®. In France, unlike other countries, these sonic
expressions quickly took a political turn as medical personnel complained about the
lack of government support with a plea to turn these expressions of solidarity into
concrete measures to help their cause.

Toulouse cab drivers met every week to applaud, in a sense, by honking repeatedly for
the nursing staff. Their tribute was noisy, accompanied by firecrackers and loud
applause, and was emblematic of their socio-professional category compared to other
groups. Car horns, their “soundmark” (Schafer 1977, 10), had the effect of increasing
the intensity of the demonstration, allowing for the occupation (to use protest
vocabulary) of Toulouse’s place in the du Capitole soundscape*. This brings us back to
the traditional practices of social movements from the second half of the twentieth and
beginning of the twenty-first centuries, which focused on people’s occupation of public
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spaces. During lockdown, the sonic spheres of these places was expanded and
magnified to poetically and symbolically circumvent the visual borders of the
government decrees banning public assembly. Sound became a platform for protesters
to meet and cross the bureaucratic visual borders and limitations of the lockdown. The
acoustic properties of sound helped to create a link between neighbours, as it is not
constrained by the physical borders of urban spaces. Contact and vision - restricted
during lockdown by police controls on public spaces - lost their relevance as
instruments of emancipation, leaving room for only the sonic expression of dissent.

Another emblematic example took place when tow truck drivers from Compiegne
gathered in their city in April 2020 to thank medical staff. The result of the gathering
was a concert of horns and sirens superimposed upon one another®, an acoustic parade
that alternated the repetitive motifs of the sirens with those of the horns, played by the
drivers in a counterpoint reminiscent of the 1922 Symphony of Factory Sirens by Arseny
Avraamov. This concert, so to speak, was all the more interesting in that it unfolded in
the historical centre of Compiegne: the streets form sound corridors where the sirens’
mechanical and repetitive urgency mixes with frenetic applause, here in the form of
horns, resulting from the drivers annoyance at the government®. As far as maritime
professions are concerned, at noon on 1 May 2020, ships in commercial service in
Corsica paid tribute to the sailors who keep the supply chain going with a foghorn
concert, which was not heard by the vast majority of French people, nor recorded, but
did in fact take place?. In the same way, in Marseille, protesters demonstrated from
inside their cars in order to circumvent the ban on gatherings of more than ten people.

The common point between all these road and sea demonstrations is that they all
thanked and paid tribute to those of France’s workers deemed essential during times of
crisis. Care workers, transporters, cashiers, sailors, logistics workers, and all the rest
had neither the time nor the mental energy to stage protests from home. Their only
instrument was the sound of their work vehicles: the car horns and the sirens. Coming
from rural and suburban areas, they expressed dissent through vibratory tensions and
a sonic dialogue with other working protesters who shared the same struggles. These
workers, invisible in normal times, became audible during lockdown.

This particular use of horns echoes the older “sound referendums” organized on
French highways to protest the labour law reform in 2016 where car horns naturally
replaced protest songs*. They also echo the more recent adage of the yellow vests, sung
on provincial traffic circles: un klaxon=un soutien. Car horns can thus serve as a social
and sonic marker for precarious® or “peripheral” France® and serve as a critique of the
renewed empathy for healthcare workers only a few months after French hospital
workers had taken to the streets to protest years of cutbacks across the country. Horns
can then serve as a warning, not of incoming traffic, but of the various contradictory
political behaviours that the government has been engaged in, often with the support
of the wealthier populations who give themselves a clear conscience by applauding at
eight o’clock. In comparison, these applauses are consistent with the liberal doctrine of
small gestures, which now seem derisory when compared with the vastness of the
disaster. Finally, through sound and through a socially conscious listening, these horns
highlight a two-tier France, prompting us to consider the situation of some workers
during lockdown as segregational, with a spatial separation between social classes
reinforced by the confinement. It is in fact the poorest and most vulnerable elements of
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society who were impacted the most, both from medical and social points of view. This
trend can be observed virtually everywhere in the world>!.

Horns and politically mobilized applauses position sound in dialogue with social
struggles and allow us to rethink the “space of appearance”, defined by Hannah Arendt
as a mere area of visibility2. Indeed, the space of appearance in which these dissident
sonic expressions unfold goes well beyond traditional arenas of visibility by positioning
us in relation to invisibilised workers, unrepresented citizens, and all those who are on
the margins of the public sphere. Horns and applause can therefore be related to
discourses of “subaltern counterpublics®*”. These discursive arenas develop in parallel
with official visual public spheres. They refer to the notion of “sonic sensibility**”
developed by Salome Voegelin, which reorients and upsets the politics of visibility and
encourages a critical reflection on government action. Through listening we are given
the opportunity to uncover the hidden reality of invisibilised workers, as sensory
responses encourage us to rise above the taxonomical way we understand the political.
We not only listen to the sound of the car horn, we inhabit the life of the dissenting
driver if we listen to the sound just for itself, departing the semantic arena of visual
politics and exploring non-consensual alternative worlds.

5.2 Shedding light onto an emerging counter-space of appearance
specific to COVID-19

Politics indeed requires a space of appearance that emerges whenever people are
together in their manner of speech and action. However, this space does not always
exist. In contemporary Western societies, low-income communities are excluded from
such a space. This means that part of the population does not appear, it does not
emerge into the space of appearance. The lockdown has unsettled this situation. It has
allowed the invisibilised and the weak to seize and redefine public spaces emptied by
existing power. The space of appearance is no longer the exclusive domain of a
powerful few. It has been deserted, and as such has been opened to the bodies of critical
workers and the unemployed, invisible to the rest of society, in rural and suburban
areas. Their bodies must no longer enter an inaccessible visible field to exist socially, in
so far as this field remained inaccessible for everyone during the lockdown.

The health restrictions and measures put in place during the lockdown effectively
outlawed outdoor activities. The act of visual appearance, ontologically fixed and
segregational, lost its purpose, leaving dissenting bodies with nothing but the dynamic
and common power of the audible and the sonic®. New modalities of common interest
were thus created. In this context, the traditional space of appearance shifted online
onto social media through videos, videoconference calls, and virtual events, while the
physical world became a counter-space of appearance where the bodies of critical
workers disappeared under the weight of their repetitive work routine and neglect
from the ruling classes. The clapping at eight o’clock operated to this end, as a door
connecting the two spaces - between the visual world of telework submerged by
screens, and the daily sonic reality, often undervalued and overlooked, of critical
workers. Coming from rural and suburban areas, they expressed dissent through
vibratory tensions and a sonic dialogue with other working protesters who shared the
same struggles.
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Their car horns and their sirens are loud sounds® that occupy space in the same
manner that bodies would occupy a street or a square. Sound connects, includes, and
overcomes visual restrictions. During the pandemic, sounds transcended the Adornian
subject-object dialectic because they carry political meaning that goes beyond their
physical and acoustic condition. The essence or raison d’étre of these sounds is to
promote social change. Finally, these sounds are instruments for the inclusion of other
communities. The sounds of these manifestations of dissent, the object, and the critical
workers, the subject, are part of an undertaking bigger than the sound itself and bigger
than the act of perceiving sound. It refers to a common vibration, which resonates with
the situation of other critical workers. As such, it sheds light on the unfair politics of
the lockdown.

5.3 The particular case of Parisian suburbs

Another group of unlikely protesters in this new counter-space of appearance is the
youth living in the so-called sensitive neighbourhoods of Ile-de-France®. On 20 April
2020, an accident involving a motorcyclist and a police car in Villeneuve-la-Garenne, in
the Hauts-de-Seine, led to clashes between young residents of the suburbs and the
police. These conflicts, which occurred as several videos were denouncing police
violence since the beginning of the lockdown, took place in Aulnay-sous-Bois,
Gennevilliers, Evry, and Clichy. The soundscape of their protest is different from the
sounds of the protests discussed above. Contrary to applause and horns, these
improbable demonstrators were not intending to fit into a predefined social movement.
Their approach was not one of thanking critical workers or expressing subaltern
counterpublics’ indignation.

The youth living in these urban neighbourhoods, who face economic and social
hardships, set off fireworks and firecrackers not so much to express discontent with
this situation or that government policy, but to continue living outside overcrowded
apartments in social housing3, Lockdown deprived them of the little freedom that they
had. For them, living outside seems like an economic, social, and existential imperative.
The sound of these fireworks and firecrackers operated like sonic bombs defying visual
monitoring systems. These sounds became an event in itself: the spectacle of a
nocturnal struggle, which may be lost in advance, at least in a short-term perspective,
but has the benefit of acting as a warning to the rest of the population about these so-
called ghettoised, underprivileged, poor, sensitive, and difficult zones, which are
unimaginable to the rest of the population because they are absent from dominant
media representations. These youth position sound in dialogue with other forgotten
struggles.

The soundscape of these protests is not otherworldly, but it proposes alternative points
of view on what the world is and how we live in it, showing what else it could be in the
register of the unimaginable. Fireworks are historically featured to accompany official
celebrations. Here they are endowed with a political agency of their own®. They
challenge the singularity of celebration, inciting us to unsettle the real and imagine
different layers of possibility. The sound of fireworks becomes an event in itself. It may
be a lost battle, but it has the benefit of warning the rest of the population of an
alternative future that enables these populations to escape the logic of urban (spatial
and therefore visual) ethnic and economic segregation that currently prevails in the

Filigrane, 28 | 2023

13



Applauses and Banners, Horns and Fireworks: Tracing the Sonic Expression of F...

discourse on these so-called sensitive neighbourhoods. We thus enter into the register
of the unimaginable, because neoliberal ideological alienation is such that an
alternative seems impossible, even to imagine, which follows our earlier analysis of the
invisibility of critical workers. Finally, we would like to mention the silent protest of
the weakest in society, those who have no car horn to sound, no fireworks to display,
and perhaps even no window or balcony from which to clap: the dispossessed, the
homeless, the lonely. While observing the phenomenology of their silenced routines,
ontologically there is sound, the sound they would have sounded had their concerns
been heard in pre-pandemic times.
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The coronavirus pandemic has transformed the soundscapes of social and political struggles
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Applauses and Banners, Horns and Fireworks: Tracing the Sonic Expression of F...

France under the first lockdown, from March to June 2020. The year 2019 was a year of major
demonstrations, which culminated with the Yellow Vest movement, the protests of health and
university workers, and mass strikes to protest pensions reforms. As per tradition in France,
these demonstrations were marked by the extensive use of song, music, and rhythm. The
lockdown interrupted these forms of expression, but new sonic manifestations of dissent quickly
emerged to elude COVID-19 restrictions, including protest banners, claps for caregivers, car
horns against the government’s handling of the crisis, improvised concerts, casserole percussion,
and fireworks to protest harsh living conditions in the suburbs. What other politically conscious
sonic expressions has the lockdown induced in France? We attempt to respond through the
documentation and study of sound, under the lens of newly occupied private spaces for the
benefit of public expressions, with a view to delineating future modes of political participation
and dissent.

La pandémie du coronavirus a transformé les paysages sonores des luttes sociales et politiques a
travers le monde. Dans notre article, nous souhaitons proposer 1'étude de leurs expressions
sonores en France lors du premier confinement, de mars a juin 2020. L'année 2019 a été une
année de grandes manifestations, qui ont culminé avec le mouvement des Gilets jaunes, les
protestations des travailleurs de la santé et de l'université, et les gréves de masse pour protester
contre la réforme des retraites. Comme le veut la tradition en France, ces manifestations ont été
marquées par l'utilisation massive de chants, de musique et de rythmes. Le confinement a
interrompu ces formes d'expression, mais de nouvelles manifestations sonores de la dissidence
ont rapidement émergé pour échapper aux restrictions imposées par le COVID-19 : banderoles de
protestation, applaudissements pour les soignants, klaxons de voitures contre la gestion de la
crise par le gouvernement, concerts improvisés, percussions de casseroles et feux d'artifice pour
protester contre les conditions de vie difficiles dans les banlieues. Quelles autres expressions
sonores politiquement conscientes le confirment a-t-il induites en France ? Nous tentons d'y
répondre par la documentation et 1'étude du son, sous l'angle des espaces privés nouvellement
occupés au profit d'expressions publiques, en vue de délimiter les futurs modes de participation
et de dissidence politiques.
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