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Abstract 

This article investigated the use of slang among the youthful public service vehicle operators’ 

of Nyamagana Municipality in Mwanza, Tanzania with a special focus on transport sector 

slang. The study concentrated on exploring the contribution of transport slang usage among 

the youth in Nyamagana in creating social relations amongst themselves. The study employed 

a qualitative approach and data was collected through observation and interviews. The study 

employed Communication Accommodation Theory that was developed by Giles and Ogay in 

1971 for data analysis and presentation. The findings of the study revealed that, though slang 

is not accepted by elders and society at large, it performed a significant role in enhancing the 

social economic life of the youth. Basing on slang related to the transport sector, particularly 

to commuter vehicle drivers and conductors, motorcyclists and transport agents, the findings 

revealed that although elders perceived the slang negatively, slang played a great role in 

identifying, uniting and making social life and activities of the youth easy. Therefore, this 

study suggests that more studies should be conducted on slang to reveal its positive role in 

society and to refute the negative claims against it which exist in the minds of many people. 
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Introduction 
This article focuses on the use of slang among the youth at Nyamagana Municipality in 

Mwanza, Tanzania with a special focus on transport sector slang. The study concentrated on 

exploring the contribution of transport slang usage among the youth in Nyamagana in 

creating social relations amongst themselves. The study intended to identify and describe the 

slang related to the transport sector as used by the youth in Nyamagana Municipality, analyze 

reasons for the usage of slang by youth in Nyamagana Municipality and establish the elders’ 

views on the use of slang. The study employed a qualitative approach and data was collected 

through observation and interviews.  

The findings of the study revealed that, though slang is not accepted by elders and 

society at large, it performs a significant role in enhancing the social economic life of the 

youth. Based on slang related to the transport sector, particularly to commuter vehicle drivers 

and conductors, motorcyclists and transport agents, the findings reveal that slang    plays a 

great role in identifying, uniting and making social life and activities of the youth easy. 

 

Statement of the Problem 

There is a widespread social disapproval of slang because of the negative perception that is 

attributed to it. Slang is not fully accepted by the society because it is a language variety 

which diverges from standard language and meant for a purpose of serving the interests of 

specific group. The outcome of this negative perception and disapproval of the slang is that 

its usage is sidelined by the society and it is treated as being of a lower category. Despite 

social disapproval, slang continues to flourish and its usage increases every day. The slang is 

mostly used by the youths who play an important social economic sectors such as in the 

public transport systems. Within the public transport system, the youth play the role of 

drivers, conductors, agents and motorcyclists. This work involves a lot of interaction with 

passengers, colleagues, the traffic police, etc. This interaction calls for a certain language that 

is specific to their daily chores hence the transport slangs. The study asks itself whether the 

same case obtains in Nyamagana. This study therefore identifies and describes and analyses 

the transport slang used by the youthful operators in public service vehicles and motorcyclists 

in which Nyamagana Municipality of Mwanza. The study goes ahead to establish the elders 

view on slangs. 

 

Review of Related Literature 

Language is directly connected to society. The interconnectedness between the two makes it 

impossible to understand one without the other. Explaining the connection between language 

and society and the influence that language has on society, Ejinwa (2017) claims that 

language is closely connected to society; it has the capacity to influence societal structure and 

its relationship to each other. He adds that, language is of vital importance since any human 

being has a need to exchange ideas, sentiments and information. Such exchanges by the 
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Nyamagana transport sector youths required need special terms-slangs which ‘have acquired 

new circumstantial meanings and have gained widespread use’ (Olenyo & Malande, 2013) 

Additionally, Korneeva et al. (2019) assert that “the affiliation of language to social 

phenomena is manifested in the fact that language is the keeper of information about the 

history of mankind” (p. 1). This implies that understanding our humanity consists of 

understanding the language that makes us human. Moreover, Brinkert (2010) shares the fact 

that language is not only a tool of communicating information, but also of maintaining and 

establishing relationships among people. This means that language is not only used for 

communication but also for improving relationships among people. 

Despite its great importance of establishing and maintaining social relationships, it is 

a notable fact that the language we use every day is extraordinarily varied. This is proved by 

Wardhaugh & Fuller (2015) who declare, “There is variation across speakers, that is, 

reflections of different ways that people speak in different regions or social groups” (p. 6). 

The difference in speech is also found in each single speaker since no one communicates the 

same way all the time. People constantly exploit variation within the language they speak for 

a wide variety of purposes. 

However, Watson and Zyngier (2007) posit that, amidst all the variations of language 

usage, the most common forms of communication are spoken, written and body languages 

among others. Slang is considered as one of the variations of language which is an informal 

way of communication. Ali (2017) comments that “slang belongs to informal 

communication; it is, therefore, not suitable for formal contact” (p. 3). Being a daily way of 

communication, slang involves a lot of dynamics and, thus, it is not static. Different scholars 

perceive slang in varied ways too. For instance, according to Hashemi (2011), slang refers to 

speech expression used by a speech community that wishes to show its attachment to a 

favourable social identity; a usage which is not often approved by other social groups. This 

suggests that slang is a language variety that is not acceptable to situations outside the group, 

thus, unfavourable to the general population. 

In developing the idea of social identity further, Eble (1996) perceives slang as a non-

standard form of language variety, short-lived, in flux and acts as an identity marker. 

Similarly, according to Crindle (2011), this presupposes that slang exists for a short period of 

time. The idea of social identity is also shared by Eckert (2000) who claims that, apart from 

slang being a fashion item; it is also seen as a marker of identity and a delineator of groups, a 

marker of an in-group from the out-group. This underlines the secretive character of slang. 

Furthermore, this secretive and deviant nature of a slang has been associated with what 

Halliday (2007) refers to as ‘antilanguages’ to refer to those languages which are not yet fully 

incorporated into the system.  Again, he uses it to mean those languages which are not 

expressed through the most typical form, with codes of substructures such as criminals, 

entertainers and beggars. Nevertheless, according to Green (2015), “it is harder now to argue 

that slang is a secret language, as was once undoubtedly true, the speed of modern 

information transfer makes that level of secrecy almost impossible” (p.7). Slang is also 

reflected as vulgar. Concerning this characteristic of slang being considered vulgar, Oha et al. 

(2010) posit that it is traditionally considered as vulgar, offensive or profane forms of 

language with strong color of irreverence and yet having vitality in society. Moore (2012) 

adds that “they are taboo substitutes for an accepted (non-emotional) synonym in the standard 

language in words such as piss somebody off, bugger off, screw up, as ‘reflectors’ they mirror 

the speaker’s state of mind, fucked-off, pissed-off” (p. 173).  
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Additionally, Ayto and Simpson (1992) assert, “slang includes the vocabulary of the 

unlawful (street gangs, drug trafficking) as well as specific vocabulary of a particular group 

of profession” (p. 5). They further state that it is a colloquial language which is below the 

level of standard educated speech, consisting of new words employed in some new special 

senses. Their views suggest that slang is a speech of a particular group and is used for special 

purposes. Again those groups which are associated with slang are not perceived positively by 

other members of society.  

On his part, Ali (2017) affirms that slang often emerges due to the need of users in a 

particular group to diverge their communication style from the other members of a larger 

society, and frequently is used to conceal what is communicated and exclude outsiders. As 

such, slangs symbolize attitudes and values of the particular group members. According to 

Green (2016), slang becomes a set of words or rather expressions in a given language used to 

create group dynamics. Nonetheless, a slang seen from an objective point of view could be 

perceived by Green (2015) as being “vibrant, creative, witty and open to seemingly infinite 

re-invention, it is voyeuristic, amoral, libertarian and libertine, it is vicious, it is cruel, it is 

self-indulgent, it is funny, it is fun. Its dictionaries offer an oral history of marginality and 

rebellion, of dispossession and frustration. They list the words that have evolved to challenge 

those states, it is supremely human” (p. 6). 

Slangs are often associated with young people. This fact is proved by Bembe (2006) 

who affirms that by using slang, youths are often perceived as deviating from norms set out 

by the larger society of which they are part. In addition, Kebling and Jahn (2006) share the 

fact that “presumably, even in former times the most creative agents in forming LyM were 

youths and they became dominant in recent years in the creative process of coining terms and 

expressions as well as transferring items from language” ( p. 7). Additionally, Dalzell (2005) 

states that the youth are the most powerful stimulus for creation and distribution of slang as 

the young people are subject to the generation imperative they invent slang vocabulary  and 

perceive it as their own and let alone their parents’ language in favor of new lexicon. 

Most of the words (slangs) which are used by youths are very common but are given 

connotative/associative meanings which are beyond their conventional meanings in society. 

In deploying these slangs, the “creators meticulously influence language use at the semantic 

and sociolinguistic levels resulting in linguistic manipulation at the structural design, phrase 

expansions, phrase deletions, semantics, mixed code data and connotative/ associative 

meanings within slangs” (Malande, 2018). 

In line with this view, Goodword (2004) asserts that slang is actually not a language or 

dialect at all; it is more of a code in which one’s vaguely related or unrelated word or phrase 

is substituted for a more common one. The words that are replaced by slangs are the most 

common ones such as:  

Good (cherry, boss, phat, da bomb)  

Bad (icky, yucky, jankety)  

Crazy (nuts, bananas, crackers, bonkers)  

Smart (brainy, savvy, sharp)  

Fast (scream, tear out, fly, like greased lightning) 

Slow (dragging, poky, crawling, creeping).  

 

The new associated meanings may give negative, positive or neutral implication to the 

society. The youths, who are the group that slang is associated with, are seen as if they are 
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speaking a new language. The language which they use is full of expressions and phrases 

which make them sound vague and hard to be comprehended by older generations. As a 

result, slang creates a social distance between the youths and the older generations and other 

people who don’t use it. Coleman (2012) has identified the worst part of slang usage as 

creating frictions and misunderstandings in society. Also, by using slangs, older people 

complain about the youths’ failure to obey linguistic rules making the older generation often 

worry that the deviant language or slang for that matter, is associated with deviant behaviour. 

In this regard, Coleman (2012) comments, “if impressionable young people become 

accustomed to words that challenge traditional values and perceptions, their world view will 

be distorted” (p. 3). He adds that slangs allow the young men to become dissident to their 

elders on the one hand, but on another hand, they also allow their elders to pretend not to 

understand, which enables them to disapprove about the use of slang by the youth of today. 

Hudson (1996) claims that, since adolescents prefer the use of a higher proportion of 

stigmatized variants than speakers of other age, teachers and parents may react negatively if 

they perceive a heavy use of stigmatized features and do not realize that it is likely to be a 

temporary phase. The following conversation between a son and parent as given by Coleman 

(2012) reveals how the uses of slang cause misunderstanding and creates a gap between the 

young people and elders. A young man went to his father’s office to ask for money, their 

conversation was as follows: 

 

“By the way, pop can I have few ‘stamps’ today?” 

“Postage stamp?” inquired his father innocently. 

“No, Sir” was impatiently reply. “I mean scads” 

“Scads my son?” inquired the old gentleman in a mild astonishment. 

In this conversation, the father was not able to comprehend what the son wanted because he 

used slang. On the other hand, the son also was surprised why his father did not understand 

him.   

Besides, Coleman (2012) posits that elders complain about the so called youth 

language without admitting that they were young once too. This proposes that the use of 

slangs is perceived negatively even by teachers and parents even though this style of speech 

is practised by youths for a short time. Again, regarding the association of slang with youth, 

Goodword (2004) asserts that “slang is a crucial part of a young person's coming of age, one 

of the first detectable signs of their breaking away from their parents and their parents' 

values. It is a cheap second language that expresses the differences between a young person 

who is about to enter adulthood from his or her parents' generation” (p. 1). Furthermore, 

Moore (2012) shares the fact that “slang’s opposition is mainly to formal hierarchies, and 

even this opposition is occasional, not fundamental” (p. 177). The association of slangs with 

the youth is further elaborated by Holmes (1992) when he claims that this language variation 

is a pattern of youth speech; people can find slang words in teenagers’ conversation from all 

around the world. However, Landqvist, (2010) argues: 

 

Slangs are not a monopoly of the youths but are also used by different classes 

of people in society such as the police, medical professionals, and computer 

specialists who are prominent originators of both jargon and slang. The other 

groups creating slangs include the armed forces, teenagers, racial minorities, 
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ghetto residents, trade unions, radio presenters, sports groups, drug addicts, 

criminals and even religious denominations. (p. 7)  

 

This is contrary to the assumption made by Green (2016) that slang is a poor man’s poetry.  

In reality, slangs are used by other groups of people. Therefore, there is a wide usage of 

slangs nowadays contrary to old perceptions that slang is the language of youth and for 

informal places as Ali (2017) asserts that the use of slangs today is widespread and it extends 

even to the formal places. 

From the above claims by various scholars as far as slang is concerned, there are two 

major important things to be noted. Firstly, it is inevitable that a slang as a variety of 

language is associated with the youth group to a larger extent rather than to other groups in 

society. Secondly, the tendency of the youths to use slang mostly than other varieties is often 

perceived negatively not only by teachers and parents but by almost the entire society at 

large. These views raise an interest to do an investigation on the usage of slangs among the 

youths, to identify and describe slang word and expressions used by youth in Nyamagana and 

their meaning in relation to their social activities. 

 

Communication Accommodation Theory  

The communication accommodation theory was developed by Giles and Ogay in 1971. It 

describes the human inclination to adjust their communication according to situations and 

people involved. People have that skill to mold themselves in any kind of situation to control 

social differences. According to Giles and Ogay (2007), Communication Accommodation 

Theory has two major concepts, convergence and divergence. Dragojevic et al. (2016) assert 

that convergence is the adjusting of one’s communicative behaviours to be more similar to 

another’s, while divergence on the other hand, implies adjusting one’s communicative 

behaviours to be more dissimilar to another’s. Furthermore, Gasiorek (2016) adds, 

“Convergence in one’s adjustment on most levels is generally associated with increased 

rapport, empathy, and bonding when the speaker is an in group member and divergence, in 

turn, has the effect of increasing social distance” (p. 25). In daily conversations, people often 

adjust to accommodate either their interlocutors or the listeners try to adjust to the speaker.  

Another important aspect of the theory is that speakers communicate to show 

divergence. Giles, et al. (1991) affirm that divergence is a linguistic strategy whereby a 

member emphasizes the linguistic difference between themselves and their interlocutors. In 

this, the theory postulates that speakers use a certain style of language to make themselves 

appear different from others. In other words, speakers use language in a certain way that 

excludes others from their communication. This aspect helped to determine if this is among 

the reasons why the youth use slangs in Nyamagana Municipality.  

 

Research Methodology 

This study employed qualitative research approach for it allowed the researchers to listen to 

the explanations of the respondents in their natural environment and asked them questions to 

get answers basing on the research objectives. This approach helped the researcher to capture 

the feelings and the perceptions of the respondents on the use of slangs. The study further 

employed the descriptive research design to explain in details the use of slang among the 

youths. The researcher employed descriptive design as she considered it appropriate to her 
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study because it was the best approach to describe the characteristics and behaviour of a 

sample. 

The research was conducted in Mwanza region, particularly in Nyamagana 

Municipality.  The place was selected because it is part of the headquarters of Mwanza 

region, an area in which most of her streets are occupied by youths who engage in small and 

medium entrepreneurships. This study employed convenience sampling to get respondents.  

This study involved a total of 16 respondents, 8 male and 8 female respondents. The 

reason for choosing this number of informants is based on the fact that, the youth’s group 

contribution is important in the accomplishment of this study, since it is the group which uses 

slangs frequently.   

In this study, data was collected through interviews and observations. Non-

participatory form of observation was employed to collect data in commuter vehicles and 

from youth groups in the selected areas, where the researcher took a position of an outsider. 

Semi-structured interview was employed to youths and elders after observation, in the sense 

that the researcher had already the list of slang words and expressions gathered during 

observation. Interview was therefore used to get the meanings of those slang words and 

expressions gathered through observation. Elders were interviewed to get their opinions on 

the use of slang. 

  

Study Findings 

Slang Related to Transport Sector  

The slang gathered is categorized as the one that was used by motorcyclists, commuter 

vehicles drivers and their conductors and the transport agents.  The fourth group is the slang 

which was used by more than one group.  

 

Slang Used by Motorcyclists 

Through observation technique and interviews, the researcher gathered various slang terms 

from motorcyclists. The collected words were later subjected to the youth so as to get their 

meaning as indicated in Table 1 
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Table 1 Slang Words and Expressions Used by Motorcyclists  

Slang word Gloss Meaning 

Fogo Native The owner of  the  motorcycle 

Wazee hao Those elders Traffic police 

Nzi/mawe- Flies/stones Workers of bus stand 

Mshikaki/ nyama choma-. 

 

Skewer/grilled meat More than one passenger on a 

motorcycle 

Nipe mbawa Give me wings Give me power 

Hawana mtonyo They have no root They have no money 

Tuko dolo We are passive We have no passengers 

Tutoe mende- Let us remove cockroach give a traffic police officer a 

lift on a motorcycle freely 

Shosho Many passengers There are many passengers 

Tusanzuke fasta Let us leave quickly Let us leave quickly 

Mpe wa be Native Give him two thousand 

shillings 

Tuchore Let us draw To spin the motorcycle before 

departure 

 

Ofisi imenuka The office has smelled No work because there are no 

passengers 

Mama ntilie Mother pour for me  Traffic police 

Lazima nitoboe I must pierce I must meet the target 

Uwe makini na palo palo is Spanish for stick A passenger considered 

dangerous. 

Kalia sofa twende get on the sofa we 

journey 

mount on a motorcycle 

Leo kukavu Today it is dry  There are no passengers 

Biashara imedunda Business has collapsed There are no passengers 

Unanitia kiwingu put me on a cloud You made me lose an 

opportunity 

Mchukue baro Take a baro give a young man a motor ride 

   

Source: Field data, 2020 

 

The study revealed that some slang words and expressions were from standard Kiswahili, 

some from native languages and others were invented-coined. From the above data (in Table 

1), slang fogo refers to the vehicles’ owners. Most of the youths in transport do not own those 

vehicles and motorcycles; they are employed on contract basis. Therefore, they refer to their 

employers as fire largely depending on the treatment they receive from such bosses. This is 
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because some of the owners are very strict and at times abusive. Thus, they used the word 

fogo in the presence of the owner for he/she would not understand them. This idea of calling 

someone according to his or her traits is supported by Mehrabian (1997) who asserts that “a 

name has social meaning and can impart significant and differentiated impression, both 

positive and negative” (p.2). In this context, the name given to the boss reflects his traits; 

strict and inhuman. This is also very common in other contexts like educational sector where 

teachers are nicknamed by their students depending on their traits.  

Another slang expression is wazee hao [those elders]. Youth use this slang to refer to 

traffic police.  Elders are respected people in society since they are perceived as conservative, 

aged, wise and prudent people. In African traditional societies, one is not expected to act 

foolishly before the elders, but rather behave well and in a decent manner. The youth employ 

the term elders to refer to the traffic police in the course of their work. They are connected to 

the traffic police who are in charge of the safe transportation of people and their property. 

Sometimes, these youths may go against the traffic rules as stipulated by those in authority. 

After doing so, they fear being arrested and penalized by the police. Thus, when they get 

sight of a police officer approaching in the vicinity, they warn themselves by using this slang 

expression, wazee hao. Such names may involve ‘a deliberate lexical change involving 

modifications of the lexicon i.e. the entire word were noted. It occurs in two ways: addition 

and loss - which often - reflects cultural changes that introduces novel objects and notions, 

and that eliminates outmoded ones. Examples include existing words acquiring new 

additional connotative meaning or new words/terms replacing existing ones’ (Olenyo & 

Malande, 2013). 
The word nzi (a housefly) is literary used as a slang to refer to a group of people who 

are work at a bus stage not only as transport sector operators but also as traders. These often 

large number of people at the bus stand are compared to houseflies owing to their large 

population.  

Moreover, the youth often use the slang word mshikaki or nyamachoma [skewer or 

grilled meat in lines on a stick]. Youth use this slang to refer to the act of carrying more than 

one passenger on a motorcycle-see picture below. They carry more than one passenger on a 

motorcycle although they are prohibited by traffic rules and regulations causing road 

accidents especially when they are chased after by traffic police cars. Carrying more than one 

passenger may also propagate some petty criminal activities like handbag and cell phone 

grabbing. When it happens they are on mshikaki, even when compelled against it by the 

passengers themselves or motorcyclists, the youth refer to this number of passengers as 

mshikaki. Since the nature of mshikaki implies pieces of meat roasted in a skewer, they use it 

to compare with people who are bundled together on the motorcycles. Pieces of meat in 

mshikaki are closely tightened and stick together, they cannot be separated, and they cannot 

fall off from each other. For further understanding of what mshikaki is to motorcyclists refer 

to Figure given below: 
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A Photograph Illustration of the slang ‘mshikaki’ 

 
Source: This photo was adopted from www.channel.tv.com 

 

The picture in Figure above represents the ‘mshikaki’ phenomenon. It captures a cyclist 

ferrying seven passengers’ seated side by side and clutched together. From the picture, we 

impune that just as the chunks of meat are arranged on a skewer for roasting, so are the 

passengers who are bundled on a motorcycle. 

Another slang expression used by the youth is ‘tutoe mende’ [let us get rid of a 

cockroach]. Youths use this expression to refer to the act of ferrying a traffic police officer 

from one place to another all for free. A cockroach is an insect that crawls through dirty 

places and then walks around our homes tracking bacteria and germs. It also loves free meals-

things. The cyclists perceive a traffic police as a barrier which should be removed to make 

them accomplish their plans. A cockroach is unwanted in our homes just as a traffic police 

officer is unwanted by the motorcyclists and the drivers because he is always there to make 

sure they follow all regulations thus controlling their activities. They consider him/her a 

cockroach because his presence among them may cause them to miss opportunities of making 

some extra-money. 

Another slang used by youth is mama ntilie, [mother pour some for me]. The youth 

use mama ntilie as slang to refer to the traffic police. As a matter of hygiene and for public 

health protocols, food vendors are required by law to wear a white head gear besides white 

aprons. The youths compare this food vendor’s clothing with the Tanzanian traffic police 

uniform which is ordinarily white in colour (that is white caps, white shirts and white trousers 

for men). They use this slang to notify themselves of an approaching or of the presence of 

traffic within their vicinity. 

Furthermore, the cyclists used the slang expression uwe makini na palo to refer to a 

motorcycle passenger whom they don’t trust and they suspect him of being a thug. This 

../../Downloads/www.channel.tv.com
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expression is used by motorcycle riders to alert their colleagues to be aware of a passenger 

whom one carries because they don't trust him if he is a real genuine passenger or a bandit as 

one cyclist said in the example below: 

 

Example 1 

Kwa mfano nikichukua abiria usiku na wenzangu wakanionya uwe makini na 

huyo abiria, halafu abiria akanielekeza nimpitishe njia za uchochoroni, mara 

moja nitahisi kuwa huyu si abiria wa kawaida ana nia mbaya na mimi kwa 

hiyo nitamwacha njiani. 

[For example, when I take a passenger at night and my fellow bodaboda 

cyclists have warned me to be keen on that passenger. However, when the 

passenger directs me to the alleyways, I would immediately suspect that this is 

not a genuine passenger, he has a bad intention and therefore I will leave him 

on the way] (Source Respondent 7, Field data 2020). 

 

Last but not least, the youth use the slang expression lazima nitoboe, [i must pierce through] 

to refer to one’s determination to complete a contract. As it is noted before, most of the 

cyclists are employed by motorcycle dealers on a contract complete with a set of daily 

monetary target. Some cyclists are supposed to repay the loans in two or three years. On 

successful loan repayment they own the motorcycle. When the youth use the slang word, 

lazima nitoboe, [i must pierce through] he means that he wants to work as hard as he can so 

as to hit the target hence fulfilling the agreement of the contract with the owner.  

The findings reveal that the youth prefer using slang words and expressions in their 

conversations. The slangs used by the youths in their group are related to their social 

activities. This implies that their choice of language is shaped by their social activities. This 

fact is supported by Moore (2002) who states that, practically, every career has its own 

special words or vocabularies that are specific to that occupation. In line with Moore, 

Anonymous (2003) claims that we make certain linguistic choices based on the situation, 

hence the language used in a particular situation or with a particular group of people is not a 

language one can use everywhere.  Generally, occupations develop their special language 

features, and they distinctively use a common language. Therefore, occupations are a source 

of shift in the conversation for the youth to meet their occupational needs. From this finding, 

one can conclude that the variety of language used by the youth is greatly shaped by their 

social activities, and is meant to meet their communication need as a group of people that are 

working together. 

 

Slang Used by Commuter Vehicle Drivers and Conductors 

Through observation and interview methods, the commuter vehicles and conductors admitted 

that they frequently shifted to slang words and phrases in their daily conversations. The 

findings reveal that slang usage differs from one group to another according to the nature of 

their daily activities. Hence, slang used by commuter vehicle drivers and conductors slightly 

differs from the slangs used by motorcyclists as well the two groups differ from the slangs 

used by the transport agents. The slang words and expressions found among a group of 

commuter vehicle drivers and conductors are indicated in Table 4.2.  
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Table 2 Slang Words and Expressions used by Commuter Vehicle Drivers and 

Conductors 

Slang words/expressions Gloss  Meaning 

Siafu Dorylus/driver ants An annoying  passenger who 

has not made a decision to 

board or not to board a 

particular vehicle  

Chawa Lice A passenger who is taking a 

look into a daladala to see if 

there are empty seats. 

Tenga hilo hapo linakuja That basket is coming Police vehicle is coming 

Mwarabu amekata The Arab has cut The fuel is about to run off 

in the car so any time they 

can stop. 

   

Wazungu wamegoma The white men are on strike Car breaks have failed 

Pamba Cotton, the cash crop, is grown 

in Tanzania 

A new car 

Chapati Borrowed from India a thin 

unleavened pancake  

cooked on a frying pan 

To cross a route before 

reaching  to the end 

Kimbiza mwenge Run the torch To struggle in the business 

until ones reach his goals. 

Kula ganji Ganji is derived from 

‘sheng’mean money 

To use part of one’s business 

profit 

Kula kona  Eat  a corner Leave 

Niteme Spit me out Drop me 

Shusha Bring down Drop me 

Chapa lapa Hit lapa Go away 

Haina kufeli  There is no failure Encouragement 

Chukua hela Collect money Take a passenger 

 

Nipe choro Give me choro(native) Give me coins 

Mpe gari Give him/her a car Take a passenger 

Nipe fiu Give me few Give me fifty shillings 

Pande zipi Which pieces Which location 

Kula kushoto Eat left Pass to the left side 

Watu wameshona People are sewing Many passengers 

Source: Field data, 2020 

 

The slang words and expressions indicated in Table 4.2 are derived from formal Swahili and 

native languages but commuter vehicles and conductors assigned them new meanings to meet 

their needs. For example, the word Siafu[driver ants] is used as slang by commuter vehicles 

and conductors to refer to an annoying passenger who has not made a decision to board or not 

to board a particular passenger vehicle.  So, a bus conductor can talk to a driver to mean that 

they can go because the passenger is not yet ready for the journey. These passengers are 
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associated with safari ants because of their defensive nature especially when they are 

requested to be specific either to board or not to board the particular vehicle. When the 

conductor and driver communicate among themselves concerning the undecided passengers 

through this slang, these passengers are always not able to know that the driver and conductor 

are talking about them. 

The word Chawa is used as slang to refer to a passenger who is taking a look to see if 

there are empty seats in a car. The bus conductor and driver use this word chawa [lice] to 

refer to such a passenger and the passenger will not understand that they are referring to 

him/her. 

Tenga hilo hapo linakuja [the basket is coming] also is a slang expression used by the 

youth to imply the coming of a police vehicle. This expression is used by drivers and 

conductors and their colleagues to alert themselves to be keen on something otherwise they 

will be caught by the police officers. 

Another slang expression is mwarabu amekata, [the Arab has cut] which is employed 

by drivers to indicate that the fuel is about to run out in the car, so any time they can stop. 

The driver talks to the conductor while they are on the way to alert him on the risk of running 

short of fuel so that he can find a means of getting fuel to continue with their journey. The 

passengers will not understand the conversation and will remain calm. 

Wazungu wamegoma [the white men are on strike] is used by commuter drivers to 

their conductors to imply the failure of the car breaks. This expression is often used to alert 

the conductor on what is happening and seek advice on what they can do together to save the 

lives of the passengers in the vehicle and to avoid any road accident. When they 

communicate in this way by using slang, the passengers are not aware of what is going on, it 

also helps to avoid confusion among the passengers. 

Chapati is employed to mean the cancellation of a route before reaching the end. Each 

car has its destination route which must be completed. Sometimes, if the driver and conductor 

see they have no passengers they may terminate the journey before reaching where they are 

supposed to reach. Chapati has a round shape, indicating by terminating the route; the car 

must turn around. 

Mchawi which literally means a witch is one of the slangs often used by conductors 

and drivers to refer to their fellow drivers who are coming behind them, as one of the 

daladala conductor said in the example below. 

 

Example 2 

Kwa mfano nikiona daladala inafuata nyuma na tupo ruti moja namwambia  

dereva kuna mchawi nyuma! Kuna mchawi nyuma! Au mchawi huyo! 

Mchawi huyo! Pale tunamwona mwenzatu kama adui anayetukimbiza. 

Namwambia dereva ili aongeze spidi ya gari, yule anayefuta nyuma asitukute, 

hii ni kwa kuwa tunagombania abiria, akitukuta na kutupita atachukua abiria 

wa njiani na sisi hatutapata. 

[For instance, I am a commuter vehicle conductor. If I see another commuter 

vehicle coming behind me and we are on the same route, I will tell the driver 

that there is a witch behind! There is a witch behind! Or exclaim that witch, 

that witch! In this case, we see our colleague as an enemy chasing us. I inform 

the driver so that he too increases the speed of our vehicle so that the one 

following behind will not catch up with us. And this happens because we are 
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competing for passengers since, if he overtakes us, he will pick up the 

passengers and we will miss them].  

On the other hand, a conductor was in need of change from a fellow conductor, he inquired 

about the change as follows:  

 

Example 3 

 A: Oyaa mshikaji naomba chenji – [ooh my friend I request for change]. 

B: Chenji! mpaka ATM – [change! Up to the ATM]. 

A: Aaaah, acha hizo mwana- [Aaah do not do like that friend]. 

B: Nakuambia chenji mpaka kwa Masha- [Change up to Masha’s place]. 

If they reply change up to ATM or change up to Masha’s place, it is another way of saying 

there is no change as indicated in the conversation in example. ATM is used to imply that it is 

very far so it is impossible to go there for the time being. Again, there is a big hostel at 

Malimbe which is owned by a person called Masha. When he says change up to Masha’s, it 

means that the place is far so he cannot go there. 

 

Slang Used by Transport Agents  

Transport agents have their slang which differs from that of motorcyclists, commuter vehicle 

drivers, and conductors. The slang gathered in this category is presented in Table 4.3. The 

other expressions in form of conversations are presented below the table. Through interviews, 

the findings revealed the following slang words and expressions among the agents of 

transport.  

 

Table 3 Slang Words and Expressions Used by Transport Agents and Conductors   

Slang word/expression  Gloss  Meaning 

Teleza Slide Go 

Sanzuka Leave Leave 

Legeza legeza Relax  Stop 

Chap kidogo A little chap  A bit faster 

Dakika sifuri Zero minutes  Very soon 

Dishi limeyumba The dish has shake 
 

Mentally ill people 

Machepele  Native Someone who is not calm 

Molaa Native  Percent of money as payment 

Chagola changu Native  Percent of money as a payment 

Maini yangu  My liver A fair payment 

Viazi  Potatoes No payment 

Linakuja koloni It comes the colony An adult is coming  

Limepiga suti  It hit the suit He has worn a suit. 

Leo nimetungua wawili Today I shot two Today I have got two 

passengers 

Napewa cha juu I am given the highest I have given the money which 

have increased 

Source: Field data, 2020 

 

The transport agents are the ones who look for passengers and direct them to a certain bus 

company’s office for paying for a ticket or luggage. Once a transport agent brings the 
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passenger to the bus company, he must be paid a certain percentage of commission from the 

transport fee given by a passenger.  The money cannot be paid at the moment but later 

according to the number of passengers that one succeeds to bring to the booking office. One 

agent came to the office requesting for the payment. Their conversation was in slang words as 

in the following: Example 4 

A: Mwanangu vipi [hallo friend]. 

B: Freshi freshi [I am okay]. 

A: Nipe loto yangu basi mshikaji [please give me my money, friend]. 

B: Powa [it is okay]. 

 

Moreover, the slang words and expressions are used and change according to the context. For 

example, when a transport agent sent a passenger to the bus, he requested a certain 

percentage of money from the person who issues tickets. He used slang expressions which 

were understood by the bus ticketing person only. Other people who were around were not 

able to comprehend what was said. Oyaa nipe change, [oh! Give what belongs to me] or oyaa 

nitoe basi [oh! give me something] or mshikaji nipe benga niende [friend, give me the wage]. 

These expressions mean that the transport agent was asking to be given the amount of money 

which he was supposed to have as payment for certain work he had already done, like 

bringing a passenger to the booking office.  

In addition to that, when a youth has got a passenger who is to be sent to the office so 

that she can get a ticket, on the way when he/she meets with his fellow youth they use the 

following slang expressions to know if their bosses give them a certain percentage of money 

when they bring him a passenger. For example, one of the transport agents asked his fellow, 

oyaa vipi wanachinja?  [oh! do they slaughter] oyaa vipi wanatoa molaa? [oh! do they give 

something]. If the one asked this, he would answer wanatoa maini [they give livers] it means 

that they give a good or fair payment. However, if he answers viazi tu, [only potatoes], it 

means they give nothing. So, if they pay nothing the youth would leave the passenger on the 

way. This conversation happens among the youth themselves and because they are in the 

same group they understand each other but other people who do not belong to the group 

cannot understand their conversations. 

Youth understand each other but they can’t use this expression towards a new person 

because he/she will not comprehend the message. In the above communications among the 

youth, we see that, although the language used is informal, the youth can understand each 

other and build social contact as a group. This idea is supported by Amstrong (2010) who 

asserts that language is not supposed to be a set of syntactic or semantic constructs that exist 

outside of the communicator's everyday environment, rather, it should play a role in social 

life in which speakers not only convey information to each other but maintain social 

relationships through communication. Through slang, the youth communicate effectively 

among themselves as well as maintain their social life. 

 

Conclusion and Recommendations 

The study found that slang has many positive effects on the users and the society at large 

although it is perceived negatively by the elderly members of the society. The study found 

that slang performs an important language role just as other forms of language do. The roles 

include; to identify people on the basis of the groups they belong to, to unite and facilitate 

communication in conversations and in daily social activities. I recommend that society and 
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the elders in particular should change their views on the use of slang. This will be possible 

through continuous research education. In this study, it was revealed that the youth were not 

using slang for criminal purposes. Instead, they used transport slang to facilitate 

communication in their social economic activities. Through the use of transport slang, they 

were able to perform well their duties and earn a living. Therefore, the findings obtained 

from this study prove that slang is not bad although there are many negative perceptions on 

it. 
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