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The aim of Across the Waves by Derek W.
Vaillant, a professor of communication studies at
the University of Michigan, is to “illuminate the
complexity of international broadcasting and re-
veal its consequences for cultural affairs and
geopolitics” (p. 3). The book begins with the ad-
vent of shortwave broadcasting in the 1920s and
ends in the 1960s and early 1970s with French
English-language programs heard in the United
States. He argues that transnational connectivity
emerged simultaneously with the development of
national radio cultures. Radio, in his view, not
only advanced cross-national connections but also
raised mutual awareness and shaped transat-
lantic relations. US-French broadcasting “shook
up conventional understanding of national bor-
ders, spaces, and cultures” (p. 5). This is an ambi-
tious agenda the book does not fully realize.

Across the Waves is a brief, 160-page, mono-
graph constructed around a few case studies tilted
toward French radio rather than a continuous,
comprehensive narrative. The study encompasses
many topics, including the development and oper-
ation of collaborative cross-national institutions,
the evolution of the medium’s technology, the con-
tributions of such individuals as network man-
agers, the policies of government agencies like the
US State Department and the Postes, Télégraphs et

Téléphones, and the historical contexts of national
and international affairs. There were a large cast
of actors, including, on one side of the ocean, pri-
vate broadcasters like NBC and the government-
sponsored Voice of America (VOA) and, on the
other side, a mixture of private and public sta-
tions, such as Radio Diffusion Francaise (RDF) be-
fore the war and then the state monopoly Office
de la Radiodiffusion-Télévision Francaise (ORTF)
after 1945. There were also a host of arrange-
ments of mutual support; for example, VOA
shared its office with RDF and provided the power
boost that allowed the latter’s broadcasts to reach
all of France.

This is a complicated story and one that is
handicapped by meager sources about the con-
tent and reception of radio programming. With-
out sources explaining how the information,
ideas, and culture were received, it is hard to as-
sess whether radio was a major geopolitical and
cultural influence on transatlantic affairs. And it
is this thesis that is likely to interest most readers
of H-Diplo.

To its credit Across the Waves provides in-
sight into the history of international radio, which
has been understudied. Readers may be surprised
by the extent of Franco-American cooperation in
developing this form of communication. Even



though the two nations, at least in the early post-
war years, promoted different “techno-aesthetic”
approaches to radio and French officials’ interfer-
ence often frustrated the Americans, the overall
picture is one of mutual assistance rather than
competition. By the 1950s complex forms of inter-
action between French and American broadcast-
ers had emerged, which brought French pro-
grams about cultural affairs like music, the arts,
and history, as well as information about tourism,
fashion, sports, and food, to American audiences.
They included accounts of the travails of sports
personalities like the Algerian-born French track
star Alain Mimoun whose career radio used to
“draw attention to anti-Arab racial discrimina-
tion” (p. 141). Readers will also learn about tech-
nological innovations, for instance, sound-on-disc
transcription recording. And this monograph veri-
fies the conventional story of relative French tech-
nological backwardness between the world wars.
French radio lagged behind the United States in
its equipment, production skills, and transmission
power. It also suffered from inadequate funding
that undermined efforts at creating a French pres-
ence in the United States both before and after
World War II.

There is, however, an analytical weakness to
this narrative. The introduction notes that the
study is constructed around distinctive “techno-
aesthetic” models (pp. 2-3). Americans gave radio
the attributes of power, speed, and volume while
the French preferred aesthetic quality, deliberate
pacing, and limited programming. But these ana-
lytic categories of national radios are neglected
with the onset of World War II and they tend to
disappear in the last half of the study. Vaillant
might also have embedded these divergent mod-
els in the contrast between French and American
interwar cultures commonly invoked by histori-
ans: the former celebrating elitist high culture
and the latter promoting mass culture. Thus
French and American radio mirrored French and
American cinema of the 1930s. But this is a path
not taken. Indeed, there is no explicit connection
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between radio and broader transformations like
Americanization or globalization.

Vaillant’s tendency to assert more than the ev-
idence allows detracts from this otherwise ad-
mirable attempt at adding the dimension of radio
to transatlantic affairs. He demonstrates that
France and the United States worked together to
create institutional arrangements to advance in-
ternational broadcasting. Unfortunately Across
the Waves does not prove that radio disrupted na-
tional boundaries, increased mutual awareness
among the two publics, or had much effect on ei-
ther domestic politics or geopolitics.

Mid-century transatlantic radio was a modest
effort that had limited reach and it featured cul-
ture and information rather than politics. Pro-
grams were scarce and audiences were small and
confined in the United States to the well-educated
residing in a few major metropolitan areas and
college towns. Moreover, listeners’ responses are
mostly unknown or unknowable. And up to the
Second World War, networks avoided politics. If
the war politicized some international networks
like VOA and this coverage continued into the ear-
ly years of the Cold War, French broadcasts dur-
ing the 1950s and 1960s, even under state control,
tended “to shy away from sensitive topics” like de-
colonization (p. 99).

Assessing the impact of radio during the Sec-
ond World War and the Cold War is a major topic
in Across the Waves. But here is where the book’s
interpretive over reach is most apparent. For the
earlier conflict in France, the author argues that
radio “helped sustain a semblance of a unified so-
ciety in the face of military occupation, partition-
ing, and authoritarian government” (p. 76). “Lis-
tening to international radio during the Occupa-
tion allowed the French to conjure up an imag-
ined national community when unity in real
terms was impossible” (p. 156). It is difficult to val-
idate this laudatory assessment given the fact that
listening to foreign stations became a clandestine
activity and listeners’ responses are virtually im-



possible to document. And this was an audience
whose long exposure to propaganda had made it
skeptical about “news” via the airwaves. But the
principal problem with this account, as Vaillant
notes, is whatever success radio had it owed little
to the Americans—and his study is about Franco-
American radio. Sustaining French morale owed
much more to the British Broadcasting Company
than to the efforts of the Office of War Informa-
tion including VOA, which only became engaged
in 1943 and had to compete with broadcasts from
various French, British, and German networks for
listeners.

Another case study examines French broad-
casting in the late 1960s and 1970s, in particular
some dramatic programs devoted to history, cul-
ture, and sports. Here, too, Vaillant tends to over
interpret. He retells in some detail the content of
specific programs and then concludes that this
form of transatlantic broadcasting “helped
strengthen U.S.-French relations.” But what he
means by “strengthen” is no more than that these
programs “stimulated U.S. listeners’ interest in
France” (p. 151). Even for such a stock answer the
evidence about audience response is thin.

Similarly, there is no proof that a woman’s
program, Bonjour Mesdames, from the late 1940s
and 1950s, one of the book’s major case studies,
devoted to fashion, luxury goods, tourism, and the
like for upper- and middle-class women, “fur-
thered the agenda of the Marshall Plan and U.S.-
French diplomatic relations” (p. 103). This talk
show was supposedly “an exercise in gender and
societal repair broadly construed” (p. 105). Vail-
lant strangely assumes that the war had so dam-
aged the image of French women that it was in
need of “repair.” Bonjour Mesdames, he claims,
restored the image of French women and also
“pressed against” stereotypes by exhorting Ameri-
can women to become “agents of change in U.S.-
French relations through consumption and inter-
national travel.” But did a fifteen-minute program
aired twice weekly to a narrow audience change
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the stereotype of American women? Did it reha-
bilitate the supposed tarnished reputation of
French women? Or implement the aims of the
Marshall Plan—even though the program express-
ly “ignored international events, news, and poli-
tics” (p. 103)? I have my doubts.

Perhaps historians should overlook the au-
thor’s unfamiliarity with French history but the
reader needs to be wary. There are many factual
inaccuracies. For instance, Admiral Francois Dar-
lan, who was de facto premier of the Vichy gov-
ernment in 1941-42, becomes “General Francois
Darlan, a Vichy supporter” (p. 62).

Such reservations aside, political, diplomatic,
and cultural historians should welcome the addi-
tion of international radio to their purview of
transatlantic relations represented by Vaillant’s
study. As he rightly concludes, Americans and the
French “learned to listen to one another in certain
ways partly because of radio” (p. 154). “Radio
helped breach the physical confines of nation-
states” even if it also gave “new life” to the differ-
ences in national cultures (p. 158).
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