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David W. Maurer, an American linguist and author, is best known for his groundbreaking work on
the world of con artists and their intricate schemes. His book, "The Big Con: The Story of the
Confidence Man," published in 1940, delves deep into the psychology and tactics of confidence men,
explaining how they manipulate their victims. This article explores Maurer's life, his major
contributions to the understanding of con artists, and the lasting impact of his work.

Understanding the Confidence Game

The term "confidence man" refers to individuals who exploit the trust and gullibility of others to
achieve their own ends, often financial. Maurer’s research provided a detailed examination of the
techniques these con artists use, which can be categorized into several key components:

Building Trust: Con men establish rapport with their targets, creating a false sense of
security.

The Pitch: They present a seemingly legitimate opportunity that is difficult to resist.

The Sting: This is the moment when the victim either hands over money or divulges sensitive
information.

The Aftermath: Once the con is executed, the con artist disappears, leaving the victim to
grapple with the loss.

Maurer’s insights into these stages of the con provided a framework for understanding how these
schemes operate, both psychologically and socially.

David W. Maurer's Background

David W. Maurer was born in 1903 in the small town of New Albany, Indiana. He pursued higher
education at the University of Wisconsin, where he developed a keen interest in linguistics. Maurer’s
academic background laid the foundation for his later studies on the language and social dynamics
of criminal subcultures.

After completing his education, Maurer worked as a professor and began to explore the world of con
artists. His fascination with the intricacies of language and communication motivated him to
immerse himself in the world of the "big con." This immersion would yield significant insights into



the methods employed by these confidence men.

The Research Process

Maurer’s approach to his research was both innovative and rigorous. He conducted field studies,
engaging with con artists and their victims to gather firsthand accounts of their experiences. His
methodology included:

Interviews: Maurer interviewed numerous individuals who had been involved in confidence1.
schemes, both as perpetrators and victims.

Observation: He attended various con operations, observing the interactions between con2.
artists and their targets.

Documentation: Maurer meticulously documented the language used in these interactions,3.
noting the specific phrases and terms that were characteristic of con artistry.

This comprehensive approach allowed Maurer to develop a nuanced understanding of the confidence
game and its cultural significance.

The Big Con: Key Themes and Insights

In "The Big Con," Maurer outlines several key themes that are essential to understanding the
dynamics of confidence schemes. These include:

The Role of Language

Language plays a crucial role in the success of a con artist. Maurer highlighted the importance of
specific jargon and phrases that serve to create an air of legitimacy and authority. For example,
terms like "grifter," "mark," and "shill" are integral to the lingo of the con artist's world. By
employing such language, con artists can manipulate their victims’ perceptions and increase their
chances of success.

Psychological Manipulation

Maurer’s work sheds light on the psychological tactics employed by con artists. They often exploit
human emotions such as greed, fear, and trust. By understanding these psychological triggers, con
artists can craft their pitches to resonate with their victims. Maurer emphasized that the
effectiveness of a con is often rooted in the emotional state of the target.



The Social Context

Maurer also examined the social context in which cons occur. He argued that confidence schemes
thrive in environments where people are eager to believe in the extraordinary. In times of economic
uncertainty or social upheaval, individuals may be more susceptible to the allure of quick riches or
easy solutions, making them prime targets for con artists.

Legacy and Impact

David W. Maurer’s contributions to the understanding of con artistry extend far beyond his
publications. His work has influenced various fields, including criminology, sociology, and
psychology. Some key aspects of his legacy include:

Academic Contributions: Maurer’s research laid the groundwork for further studies on
deception and fraud, inspiring countless scholars to delve into similar topics.

Cultural Impact: His insights into the psychology of con artists have been referenced in
literature, film, and popular culture, illustrating the enduring fascination with the confidence
game.

Awareness and Prevention: By illuminating the tactics of con artists, Maurer’s work has
contributed to efforts aimed at preventing fraud and educating the public about the risks of
scams.

Conclusion

The story of confidence man David W. Maurer is one of intellectual curiosity and social relevance.
His pioneering research into the mechanics of the confidence game has significantly shaped our
understanding of deception and manipulation. By dissecting the psychological and linguistic
elements of con artistry, Maurer has provided valuable insights that continue to resonate in
contemporary discussions about fraud and trust. His work serves as a cautionary tale about the
vulnerabilities inherent in human nature, reminding us to remain vigilant against those who seek to
exploit our trust for their own gain.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is David W. Maurer and what is his significance in the
world of con artists?
David W. Maurer was an American linguist and a key figure in the study of con artists, particularly



known for his book 'The Big Con' published in 1940, which explored the language and techniques of
swindlers and con men.

What are some key themes explored in 'The Big Con'?
The book delves into the psychology of the con artist, the complex schemes they employ, the social
dynamics involved in cons, and the linguistic patterns used to deceive victims.

How did Maurer conduct his research for 'The Big Con'?
Maurer conducted extensive field research, including interviews with former con artists and victims,
as well as personal observations of con games in action, to compile authentic insights into the
conning process.

What impact did 'The Big Con' have on popular culture?
The book has influenced various forms of media, including films and literature, by providing a
framework for understanding cons, leading to a greater public awareness of fraud and deception.

Can you name some famous cons or swindles discussed in 'The
Big Con'?
Maurer discusses various elaborate scams such as the 'big store' con and the 'long con,' detailing
how con artists manipulate trust and social relationships to execute their schemes.

What lessons can be learned from 'The Big Con' regarding
trust and deception?
The book emphasizes the importance of skepticism and awareness in social interactions, illustrating
how easily trust can be exploited by skilled deceivers.

Why is 'The Big Con' still relevant today?
Its exploration of human psychology and manipulation remains pertinent in the age of digital scams,
highlighting timeless strategies of deception that continue to evolve with technology.
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