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“Riding shotgun” is an English expression that usually means sitting in the front passenger seat of a car, beside the driver. In informal 

conversation, someone may say, “I’m riding shotgun,” meaning that person will sit in the front rather than in the back . Another 
common expression is “call shotgun.” When someone says, “Shotgun!” before getting into a car, that person is claiming the fro nt 
passenger seat. The phrase is especially common among friends and family members traveling together and often has a pl ayful, 
competitive feeling. 
 
The expression has historical roots in the American West. During the nineteenth century, stagecoaches carried passengers, mai l, money, 
and valuable goods across long distances. Because these journeys could be dangerous, an armed guard sometimes sat beside the 
stagecoach driver to protect the coach against robbery or attack. According to popular tradition, this guard carried a shotgu n because it 
was useful for defense at relatively short distances. The image of an armed person sitting next to the driver even tually became 
associated with the modern expression “riding shotgun.”  
 
Interestingly, the exact phrase “riding shotgun” became widely popular later through stories, movies, and television programs  about the 
American West. Western films often showed stagecoach guards sitting beside drivers with weapons ready to protect passeng ers and 
valuable cargo. These dramatic images helped establish the expression in popular culture. As automobiles replaced horse -drawn 
transportation, the phrase gradually developed a humorous modern meaning. Instead of protecting a stagecoach, the person r iding 
shotgun simply occupies the desirable front passenger seat beside the person who is driving the vehicle.  
 
In everyday conversation, people often use “shotgun” as part of a friendly competition for the front seat. Imagine four frien ds walking 
toward a car. One suddenly shouts, “Shotgun!” By common informal convention, that person has claimed the front passenger  seat. 
Different groups may have their own rules about when someone is allowed to call shotgun. Some people believe the car must be visible 
first, while others allow the claim before leaving a building. These rules are not official, of course; they are sim ply part of the playful 
tradition. 
 

“Riding shotgun” can also be used figuratively to describe accompanying, assisting, or protecting someone. For example, a seni or 
employee might ride shotgun with a new salesperson during an important customer meeting, meaning the senior employee goes alo ng 
to provide support. Someone could also say, “I’ll ride shotgun with you,” meaning that they will accompany the person and hel p if 
necessary. In this figurative sense, the expression preserves part of its historical image: one person takes the main role wh ile another 
stays nearby to provide assistance, security, or guidance. 
 
English learners should distinguish “riding shotgun” from simply “riding in a car.” If someone says, “I rode with John,” the sentence only 
means that the person traveled with John. Saying, “I rode shotgun with John,” normally indicates sitting in the front  passenger seat 
while John drove. Context can sometimes give the phrase its figurative meaning instead. The expression is informal, so it is more 
suitable for conversations among friends, casual storytelling, movies, and social situations than for highly f ormal business writing or 
official transportation instructions. 
 
In conclusion, “riding shotgun” is a colorful American expression with roots in the popular image of armed guards protecting 
stagecoaches. Today, it most commonly means sitting in the front passenger seat beside the driver, while “calling shotgun” me ans 
claiming that seat before others do. The phrase can also figuratively describe accompanying or supporting another person. Its 
development demonstrates how language changes as society and technology change. Although modern passengers do not normally 
carry shotguns, the historical image survives in everyday English, turning an old transportation practice into a playful expression us ed by 
travelers today. 
 
Questions for Discussion 

1. What does the expression “riding shotgun” mean in everyday English? 

2. Where did the expression “riding shotgun” originally come from? 

3. What does it mean when someone “calls shotgun” before getting into a car? 

4. How can “riding shotgun” be used figuratively to describe helping or supporting someone? 

5. Do you have a similar expression or custom in your country for choosing who sits in the front passenger seat? 
 


