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The Political Communication Center (PCC) at the 
University of Oklahoma was founded in 1984 and is committed 
to the interdisciplinary study of the role of communication 
in the political system. Through the Department of 
Communication, the PCC offers undergraduate, Master's, and 
Ph.D. degrees in political communication. The Center also 
facilitates research in the political communication area and 
provides a forum for discussion of related issues among 
scholars, political and media professionals, community and' 
government leaders, and the public. The Center is 
particularly committed to the preservation of its special 
archival holdings of political communication materials. The 
most important of these holdings is the Political Commercial 
Archive", including the Julian P. Kanter Political 
Commercial Archive as well as collections of televised 
political debates and an international collection of 
political election broadcasts. 

The major portion of the holdings of the Political 
Commercial Archivem (PCA) consists of the world's largest 
collection of political radio and television commercials. 
The PCC began its archival collections with the purchase in 
1985 of a substantial collection of 25,000 political 
commercials from a private collector, Mr. Julian P. Kanter. 
Now with over 55,000 individual commercials, the current 
expanded archive is nationally and internationally recog- 
nized as a major research resource. Many of the items in 
the collection are the only copies in existence of those 
particular commercials. The PCC is committed to maintaining 
this collection, to expanding it, and to making it available 
for scholars, researchers, and media and political 
professionals. 

Backsround and Siqnificance of the Collection 

Many disciplines are interested in the study of 
political television and video materials such as those 
deposited in the Political Communication Center's 
collections, including history, literature, philosophy, 
women's studies, film and video studies, and political 
science. Scholars in the Center and throughout the world 
recognize that political systems have been altered 
extensively by the introduction of electronic media into the 
electoral and governing process. The importance of 
understanding the function of all types of communication in 
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the political system has made political communication an 
area of study with great potential for scholars. 

During the past five decades, television's role in the 
political system has increased so dramatically that it is 
now the dominant form of communication in the political 
system. While news coverage and debates (and recently, talk 
shows) are undoubtedly important, it is electronic 
advertising that has become the most important aspect of 
this new communication between candidates and voters. 
Spending for television and radio time in the 1988 
presidential campaign exceeded $80 million; and, with a 
third candidate in the race in 1992, broadcast advertising 
expenditures topped $120 million. Millions more are spent 
in races below the presidential level, since 50-75 percent 
of the campaign budgets for major statewide races is 
allocated to radio and television advertising. 

So important to the political process have television 
commercials become that they actually make up a substantial 
amount of the content used by other media and media formats 
in discussing political campaigns. Newspapers and magazines, 
as well as television network and cable news, now devote 
substantial amounts of their election coverage to the 
discussion of televised political advertising. A natural 
consequence of this growing importance of television 
advertising has been an increase in scholarly research. 

Access to the political advertising materials housed in 
the Political Commercial Archive" brings to scholars of many 
disciplines a rich array of data that may be approached from 
their respective research stances. Special value of such a 
project is anticipated for such academic areas as history, 
literature, philosophy, communication, journalism, political 
science, and even interdisciplinary studies. For instance, 
an increased interest in women's roles and presentations in 
the political system might cut across history, literary and 
feminist theories, communication, political science, and 
women's studies. Public officials, the media, and the 
public consistently find it necessary to review the past in 
order to make decisions about the present. Access to the 
"visual history" of contemporary politics would contribute 
directly to this kind of study. Such historical concerns 
have become even more important as new democracies emerge in 
Central and Eastern Europe. The historical significance of 
how political advertising has developed in American 
democracy is serving as a guide for those seeking to set 
standards for the developing of media/government 
relationships in new democratic systems. 

The significance that these materials have for the 
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study of American and international democratic systems 
cannot be overestimated. These materials, especially 
televised debates and televised political commercials, 
represent the essence of the visual history of electoral 
systems. 

The collection of political commercials at the 
University of Oklahoma is the largest collection of 
political radio and television commercials in the world and 
the only collection which covers all levels of political 
campaigning. Containing over 55,000 film, audio, and 
videotape recordings of commercials aired between 1936 and 
the present, the Archive is a unique historical resource. 
Over 65% of these holdings are unique and not available from 
any other source. Over 85% of the film holdings of the 
archive are unique items, not available elsewhere. The 
American Association of Political Consultants has called the 
archive the "Louvre and the Fort Knox of political 
 commercial^.^^ The Archive has the active support of the 
Democratic and Republican National Committees, National 
Association of Broadcasters, the American Film Institute, 
and the American Association of Advertising Agencies. 

Description and Usaqe of the Collection 

The archive contains T.V. commercials and televised debates 
from every election year between 1952 through 1995. All 
levels of races are included: presidential, U.S. Senatorial, 
gubernatorial and other statewide offices, congressional, 
state legislative, county and municipal, judicial, school 
board, etc. The archive has materials from all 50 states 
and some foreign countries. It also contains ads for and 
against ballot issues (or propositions) and an increasing 
number of advocacy commercials which deal with public and 
social policy questions. The archive has also recently 
acquired many new items from other countries, broadening the 
international appeal of the collection. 

Of the 55,000 commercials currently in the PCA, about 
one-third are radio commercials, and two-thirds are 
television spots. The earliest radio material dates from 
1936, and the earliest television is from 1950, the first 
year television was used in political campaigns. The 
archive contains materials from every presidential election, 
over 1100 gubernatorial and lieutenant gubernatorial races, 
nearly 2500 Senate and Congressional races, and thousands of 
statewide, local, and district elections. 

The film portion of the archive consists of holdings 
which date mostly from 1952 through 1978. After that time, 
most of the new acquisitions have been on videotape. The 

- 476 - 
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5,341 film items are individual political spots aired on 
television in lo-, 15-, 20-, 30-, and 60-second lengths. A 
few items are 5-minutes to 60-minutes in length. There are 
film items from every presidential election between 1952 and 
1976, from 185 gubernatorial elections, from several hundred 
Senate races, and from numerous congressional and state 
level races, as well as from many judicial, local and issue 
campaigns. 

The videoreel holdings of the archive are more recent, 
ranging from the 1970's for 2" videoreels. In the 1980's 
the 2" format was replaced by professional 1" videoreels. 
The archive has 10,429 videoreels (about 55 percent are on 
2" reels and 45 percent are on 1" reels). Over 20,000 
individual spots are contained on these reels. The 1" reels, 
in particular, are in great demand by users since they 
represent presidential and high level races from the most 
recent election cycles. 

The Political Commercial Archivea has served faculty 
and students from many universities. Because the collection 
remained for many years with a private collector who housed 
the collection in his home and maintained it as an 
avocation, accurate records are not available on its early 
scholarly usage. However, many examples of usage can be 
documented. Over the past decade, the following scholarly 
uses of the Archive are illustrative of its importance to 
scholars in communication, journalism, political science, 
and history. 

1. Books, Articles, and Theses/Dissertations--Numerous 
books have used material from the Archive, including Larry 
Sabato, The Rise of Political Consultants (New York: Basic 
Books, 1981); Dan Nimmo and Keith R. Sanders, eds., The 
Handbook of Political Communication (Beverly Hills: Sage 
Publications, 1981); Richard Joslyn, Mass Media Elections 
(New York: Random House, 1984); Lynda Lee Kaid, Dan Nimmo, 
and Keith R. Sanders, eds., New Perspectives on Political 
Advertising (Carbondale, IL: Southern Illinois University 
Press, 1986); J. P. Vermeer, ed., Campaigns in the News (New 
York: Greenwood Press, 1987), and F. Biocca, ed., 
Television and Political Advertising (New York: Praeger, 
1991). Over 100 articles and convention papers have 
utilized archive materials, and at least two dozen 
dissertations and theses have emanated from the Archive. 

2. Colleges and Universities--Over 165 colleges and 
universities have used the archive materials for research 
and instructional purposes and/or special presentations, 
including: Stanford University, Harvard University, Brown 
University, Yale University, Columbia University, University 
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of Massachusetts, University of Maryland, American 
University, University of California at Los Angeles, 
University of Wisconsin, Temple University, Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology, Duke University, University of New 
Mexico, University of Notre Dame, Michigan State University, 
University of Michigan, Northwestern University, University 
of Pennsylvania, University of Tennessee, Louisiana State 
University, Indiana University, the University of Texas, the 
University of North Carolina-Chapel Hill, the University of 
Georgia, Georgetown University, and Oxford University 
(England). 

3. Several museums have utilized archive materials for 
research and exhibitions notably: the Smithsonian 
Institution's National Museum of American History, the 
Museum of Broadcasting (New York City), Rochester Museum 
(Rochester, New York), Los Angeles County Museum of Art, the 
Museum of American Political Life in Hartford, the John F. 
Kennedy Presidential Library, and the Museum of Brooklyn. 

4. Television and Radio News, Documentaries, and 
Specials--Commercials from the Archive have been used in the 
following: 

* nightly news on television networks ABC, NBC, CBS 
* ABC TV's 20/20 
* ABC TV's 1980 special "Lights, Cameras, Politics" 
* the PBS special "The Selling of Abe Lincoln, 1976" 
* Dentsu Advertising (Japan)--radio spots from the 
1988 presidential campaign, April, 1989 

* "Count Down '88"--NBC TV, 1988 
* the PBS Bill Moyers' "Election Evew special, 1980 
* the PBS 1984 Bill Moyers' "Walk Through the 20th 
Century1' episode entitled "The Thirty Second 
President" 

* TV programs in Europe by NOS (Holland); GDR (West 
Germany); BBC, Channel 4, and Granada Television 
(Great Britain) ; INA (France). 

* U.S.I.A. hour-long program produced for the 
Portuguese government on the subject of television 
in the electoral process. This was requested by the 
Portuguese government immediately preceding the 
country's first elections as a free nation. 

* National Public Radio's I1All Things Considered" 
* "Television and the Presidency," a 1984 2-hour TV 
special hosted by Theodore White and E.G. Marshall 

* American Film Institute--2 programs 
* PBS, MacNeil-Lehrer News Hour, November 1989 
The above examples demonstrate the scope of the 

archive's usage in past years. More accurate records are 
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available for the past 10 years (January, 1986 through 
December, 1995). During this time, presentations were made 
at 31 national scholarly associations; archive materials 
were used in conjunction with the Corcoran Gallery of Art's 
"People and Power" touring photographic exhibition; C-Span 
aired program on the archive in 1986 and 1995 and regularly 
use PCA materials in their 1996 election coverage; ABC used 
archive commercials as historical footage in several 
segments of their prime-time series, "Our World"; the 
Oklahoma Educational Television Authority used archive 
commercials to produce a 30-minute program ("The Electronic 
Candidatew) which aired in October, 1986; several local and 
national television productions and newspaper writers used 
the archive as a resource during the 1988 and 1990 
campaigns; and numerous requests for materials were received 
from scholars in the United States and abroad. More 
recently, we have begun receiving inquiries from persons 
interested in studying U. S. campaign material as part of 
projects relating to new uses of media in Eastern European 
elections. 

In fact, there has been an increasing amount of usage 
of archive materials for international purposes. 
Presentations and research related to the archive have been 
invited by universities in France (University of Paris I- 
Sorbonne), England (Oxford), and Germany (University of 
Erlangen-Nurnberg, University of Munich, Hannover Journalism 
Institute, University of Leipzig). 

Overall the above usage requests during the past nine 
years resulted in the archive receiving inquiries from 530 
university scholars, providing materials for 152 public 
broadcasts on radio and television, and making presentations 
of archive materials which were viewed by more than 10,320 
individuals. For instance, in 1990 researchers, scholars 
and professionals requested 1782 items from the archive. 

The Political Commercial Archive has had extensive and 
varied use by scholars and researchers from various 
institutions and backgrounds. This kind of use indicates 
the unique value of the collection and the diversity of 
publics interested in the Archive's resources. Proper 
preservation and dissemination are absolutely essential if 
we are to maintain and preserve these valuable materials and 
to increase awareness of and facilitate access to the 
holdings. 

Collection and Acquisition Policies 

The political communication collections are on-going 
archival efforts. Given the nature of the materials, i.e., 






