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What are the Linguistic Reasons of
Why Grandparent Scams Have Been Prevalent in Japan?

NIV L S S

Abstract

Across Japan, con artists are now scamming parents and grandparents
out of money by posing as children or grandchildren in distress. According
to figures released by the National Police Agency, in the year 2014, around
55.94 billion yen was stolen through fraudulent schemes that tricked victims
into sending money. This amount was 14% higher than the previous year. The
number of confirmed cases for the year was 13,371, with 80% of the victims
being people aged 65 and older. In this type of fraud, which began in 1999 in
Japan, criminals pretend to be the victims’ children or grandchildren, asking
for money and claiming that they are in a dire situation. The scammer calls the
parent or grandparent and says something like, “Hello. It's me. It's me. Are you
my grandmother?” Then, the grandmother guesses the name of the grandchild
the caller sounds most like, and the scammer takes on that grandchild's
identity for the remainder of the call, using lies about repaying medical bills or
other fees to trick victims into sending them money via ATMs.

This type of fraud occurs in the US, too. It is called “Grandparents Scams.”
The scammers often find their targets on the Internet by using social media
websites such as Facebook because names, addresses, birth dates, someone’s
vacation plans, and telephone numbers are easily obtained at these websites.
In Western countries, the scammer first identifies himself by saying the child’s
or grandchild’s name. But in Japan, the scammer does not tell his/her name to
the receiver on the phone. Instead, he/she just keeps saying “Ore, Ore! (‘Tt's
me, me'),” at the onset of his calling. This Japanese practice may sound strange
to English-speaking people.

The purpose of this paper is to explore linguistically the reason why in
Japan, given names are not used as often in daily life as in English-speaking
countries. In order to answer this question, two things were focused on in this
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research. One is the tradition of secret names called “imina” (i.e. names given
and used only by parents) that had been prevalent in Japan up until the Meiji
Restoration (1870), and the other is the social/linguistic contrast between “uchi”
(inside) and “soto” (outside) functioning as linguistic factors in the grammar of
Japanese.

The conclusion of this research is that the tradition of secret names may
have helped enhance the contrast between “uchi” and “soto” into Japanese
psych over a long period of time, and this has also affected the grammar of
Japanese (e.g. diexis in the use of pronouns, the use of honorific forms in the
passive voice, etc.).

When a scammer calls a parent or grandparent, the caller may become
hesitant to let his name known to the receiver on account of the latent practice
of secret names. The most possible reason for this is that in everyday life,
Japanese people usually do not refer to their first names when they introduce
themselves, nor do they address their friends with their first names. In both
cases, last names are given a priority over first names in daily use.
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