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The Black Sox and the 1919 World Series

“… Any man who knows anything at all about baseball and baseball players knows absolutely that both the game and its exemplars are absolutely honest so far as its public presentation is concerned, and any man who insinuates that the 1919 World’s Series was not honorably played by every participant therein not only does not know what he is talking about, but is a menace to the game quite as much as the gamblers would be if they had the ghost of a chance to get in their nefarious work…” – Francis C. Richter, editor, 1920 Reach Baseball Guide


Late in the 1920 baseball season, eight members of the 1919 Chicago White Sox were charged with conspiring to fix the outcome of the World Series against the Cincinnati Reds.  Despite confessions from seven of the eight indicted players, infamously labeled the “Black Sox” by the American public, the courts acquitted the eight men in 1921.  However, the first commissioner of baseball, Judge Kenesaw Mountain Landis, banned the men from baseball for life due to their undeniable affiliation with gamblers.  Although it was the gamblers who originated the idea and subsequently approached and presented it to two of the White Sox players, it was the lure of money and the power of groupthink that enabled the two players to recruit six of their teammates to join them in the plan.  Given that baseball salaries in the early 1900’s were modest, the players involved in the scandal would have earned more than they could have hoped to make in several years from salaries alone if the fix had gone according to plan.  However, greed was not the primary factor responsible for the movement of the six men to the dark side.  The pressures exerted on the six men by their two teammates and each other, once they were informed of the plan, impaired their judgment and reasoning enough to entice them to join and instilled in all eight men the courage and determination to see the plan through to the end – the White Sox lost the series three games to five.

Due to a gain in popularity of the sport following World War I, baseball players by 1919 were beginning to achieve something close to celebrity status.  This hero-like status, combined with the attention that the players were receiving because of their inclusion in the World Series, contributed to one of the symptoms of the deterioration in mental efficiency known as groupthink.  The Black Sox harbored an illusion of invulnerability with respect to getting caught as well as being punished should their illegal actions be detected.  Their belief that they were invincible prompted the men to agree to the plan and prevented them from altering their decision even as word of the scandal spread through the gambling world and the number of people involved grew.  With the exception of one player, George “Buck” Weaver, the Black Sox failed to consider the consequences of their actions for fans, teammates and themselves.  


While the notion of invulnerability contributed to the ease with which most of the targeted members agreed to join the plan, the committed players did not hesitate to use pressure to convince the few players who were initially resistant to the idea.  Direct pressure, another symptom of groupthink, was used not only to achieve initial consent, but also to maintain commitment throughout the series.  According to the book, “Eight Men Out” by Eliot Asinof, one reluctant player, “Shoeless Joe” Jackson, was first solicited by Charles “Swede” Risberg, who used a nice guy approach replete with phrases about inclusion and Joe’s importance to the success of the plan.  At the first sign of dissent, Swede turned hostile and began telling Joe that they would all hate him if he screwed up this opportunity for them.  In another instance, five of the Black Sox cornered Oscar “Happy” Felsch and pressured him to join them by telling him that they were all in on the fix and the whole thing was “in the bag.”  Throughout the series, any time one of the Black Sox strayed from the scripted path by making a key play on the field to help the team, he received hostile looks from his co-conspirators and was questioned about his loyalties and intentions.

Using pressure, the Black Sox were able to obtain the consent of every player they recruited to their plan.  In order to prevent reconsideration and abandonment, they constantly recommitted themselves by rationalizing their actions.  Charles Comiskey, the owner of the White Sox during the 1919 season, was not well liked by his players.  Comiskey and his less than generous attitude towards the payment of his players provided the Black Sox with justification for their un-sportsmanlike conduct.  They believed they were worth more than what they were being paid, especially given the fact that they had made it to the World Series and were favored to win.  Comiskey’s refusal to increase their salaries or reward them with the performance-based bonuses he had promised strengthened the Black Sox’ commitment to intentionally losing the series to the Reds.  Their rationale for purposely making mistakes on the field was that it was the only means through which they could obtain the money that they deserved.  Imbedded in their rationale was the concept of morality.  The Black Sox believed that they were doing the right thing by ensuring that they received their due compensation.  Consistent with the notion of morality as applied in a groupthink situation, the Black Sox concentrated on enforcing the belief that they were behaving in an ethical manner and failed to consider the moral consequences of their actions.  They were forcing innocent team members, also underpaid, to experience unnecessary losses without rewarding them with any of the expected benefits.  

As the only one to reflect upon the consequences of his actions, Buck Weaver was also the only one of the Black Sox to vocally state objections to the plan.  If any of the men had misgivings, they refrained from bringing them up in front of the group and instead verbalized their thoughts in small groups of two or three men.  This reluctance to present opinions contrary to the consensus, another symptom of groupthink, can be partially attributed to the illusion of unanimity which is created when group members abstain from voicing their true thoughts and feelings.  Although some of the men might have harbored doubts about their actions, the notion that the other Black Sox were all in agreement caused them to decrease the importance they placed on their own thinking and accept the false sense of security that the plan must be a good one given its unanimous support.

The presence of many symptoms associated with groupthink, including invulnerability, application of pressure, rationalization, belief in morality, self-censorship and the illusion of unanimity, is strong evidence in favor of the idea that groupthink contributed greatly to the instigation and propagation of the Black Sox’ plan to throw the 1919 World Series.  However, in order to fully comprehend why the eight men stuck with the plan after it became clear that they were not going to receive the $100,000 that they were originally promised by the gamblers, one must consider another aspect of social influence.  By refusing to abandon the plan even after their rationale was partly destroyed, the Black Sox allowed the desire to be consistent overcome any realistic evaluation of the situation.  The commitment to lose the 1919 World Series was effective in eliciting consistency for three reasons.  First, the commitment of the eight men was public, at least in terms of the other seven men and the gamblers.  Second, the commitment required action on the part of the players; they actually had to make mistakes on the field.  Third, the commitment to lose the series had required effort in terms of obtaining cooperation from teammates.  Recanting the decision to throw the series would have required the Black Sox to admit to themselves and each other that they were not consistent in terms of choices made and that they had exerted effort and alienated teammates for nothing.


One sports reporter referred to the trials that followed the 1919 World Series as a “bigger fix than the series.”  Due to the influence of the White Sox organization, and especially its owner, the 1919 scandal almost turned out exactly as the players predicted – with minimal negative consequences for them.  Comiskey’s first priority was to protect his most valuable players so as not to impair the earnings potential of his club.  He hired lawyers to represent his boys and through some collusion managed to make the written confessions from three players disappear.  Given the lack of hard evidence against them, all eight men were cleared of charges.  The newly appointed commissioner of baseball, however, was not the type of man to allow the immoral actions of the eight men to go unpunished.  He used his power to ban the men from professional baseball for life and have their names stricken from the record books.  The 1919 World Series is an example of how the power of groupthink and the desire to appear consistent impaired critical reasoning and moral judgments.  By giving in to both social influences, the eight men destroyed their careers and in doing so, ruined the most enjoyable part of their lives.   
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