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THE ALL-PERVASIVE MACHINE. 

 

The preliminaries out of the way, Kansas City turns to the election of March 29 that 

will decide the type of city government for the next four years. Many issues are obvious; 

but some of the most important are intangible, things felt by thousands but not easily ex-

pressed in stump speeches. 

Outwardly Kansas City compares favorably with other cities of similar size. It is a city 

of fine public buildings and beautiful homes set in a forest. Visitors comment on its 

beauty. Sometimes they comment also on an undercurrent of something wrong that has 

nothing to do with beautiful buildings. This something wrong is the sense of machine 

domination that pervades the whole community. It is one of the basic, but intangible; 

issues of the campaign, as intangible as self-respect.  

It is machine domination when the people of Kansas City believe (with reason) that 

the only way to get things done is to work through the machine, to “See your precinct 

captain", or “See one of the higher ups.” The same is true when vague fears are so 

general that stories of machine reprisals against its opponents spread daily, “I knew a 

man who wouldn’t buy-----” and so it goes. The important point is not the fact that some 

of the stories may be exaggerated or untrue. It is more important that the community is 

so completely aware of machine domination that it is ready to believe almost anything. 

It is machine domination: 

When public officials frankly represent the interests of the machine however they may 

conflict with the interest of the public.  When leading businessmen say in all seriousness, 

“I don’t want to stretch out my neck.” 

 When persons drawing old-age assistance or other relief say, “I’m afraid I will be cut 

off if I vote against the machine.” 

When little merchants say, “I will go along to avoid any kind of trouble with 

inspectors.” 

When persons needing legal help are advised, “You had better get a machine 

lawyer."   



When laboring men say, “You have to be right with the precinct captain to get a job.”  

When persons all over town say, “I will vote  for the coalition if I can be sure the vote  

is secret.” 

It may be repeated that however exaggerated some of this feeling may be, this fact 

stands: A sense of machine domination pervades the whole community. A large propor-

tion of the people of Kansas City lack the sense of independence of action and thought 

that is supposed to go with democratic government. This is the undercurrent often 

noticed by visitors even while they are admiring the beautiful buildings and homes. It is 

an intangible issue, but so were the issues symbolized by tea and taxes a century and a 

half ago. So are some of the most valuable things in human life. 

 


