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Abstract: Given the vast cross cultural diversity prevailing in India, including in classif ication of living
beings using the observed characters and naming them in vernacular language, preservation of local names
of organisms would go a long way in conservation of the rich biodiversity. The Western Ghats region of
Kerala, which is also a global freshwater biodiversity hotspot, is rich in endemic freshwater fishes. This paper
records the vernacular (Malayalam) names of inland f ishes of Kerala, consolidated through a workshop.
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INTRODUCTION
Biological and cultural diversities have become
important concepts in the conservation literature
(Wilson, 1986; Younes, 1999). While biological
diversity is often represented by the richness of
species, cultural diversity, on the other hand, has
not been given proper attention. As an example,
Kada and Yuma (2000) found that in Lake Biwa,
Japan, local people used more than 300 local
names for about 60 species of local freshwater
f ish. Lake Malawi/Nyasa in East Africa, one of
the ancient lakes harbours a highly diverse f ish
fauna of around 800 species of cichlid f ishes, few
bagrids, cyprinids and other taxonomic groups
(Jackson et al., 1963; Snoeks, 2000; Turner, 2000).
A variety of people, including local lakeshore
residents, biologists and aquarium f ish traders,
have been interested in f ishes of this lake and
each category of these people have their own
unique criteria for categorizing and naming the
f ishes of the lake. Thus a single f ish may have
many names, including some or the entire viz
local name, scientif ic name and international
trade name (Konings, 1990; Lourdes et al., 1999).

(i) commonness; (ii) striking appearance; (iii)
ease of observation, and (iv) large size relative to
humans as the attributes which make the
organisms likely to be named. The call for the
conservation of biodiversity unequivocally
demands the preservation of cultural diversity
also (Smith, 2001). Efforts to restore vernacular
names of species will help linguistics and
simultaneously enable the common folk to
proactively participate in the conservation of
biodiversity. One of the observations by Eric
Smith (2001) from North America is that the loss
of biodiversity results in the deterioration of
language.

Since 1950’s a number of anthropologists have
discussed differences and similarities between
scientif ic and folk classif ications. For example,
Berlin et al. (1973) tried to apply scientif ic
classif ication structure to folk taxonomy. Shigeta
(1991) and Matsui (1991) pointed out a cognitive
difference in these two classif ications; folk
classif ication stresses the usage and meaning in
the people’s life, while the scientif ic f ish names
Berlin et al. (1973) observed that people who have have duly been described and discussed in the
close links with their natural habitat follow, when scientif ic literature with a set of requisite
naming species, a system of nomenclature. The nomenclature rules. International trade names
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appear regularly in aquarium trade publications, The species such as Cyrprinus carpio, Catla catla
and their relation to scientif ic names was shown (Hamilton), Labeo rohita (Hamilton), Cirrhinus
in Konings (1990) and Breene (2003).
mrigala (Hamilton), Ctenopharyngodon idella
In Kerala common names of plants with ethano (Val.), Hypophthalmichthys molitrix (Val.), Labeo
botanical interests were indexed by several calbasu (Ham.), Labeo rohita (Ham.) and
botanists. The butterflies, none of them had a Oreochromis mossambicus are exotic to our
vernacular name till recently were baptized by systems. These were transplanted to Kerala to
naturalists and lepidopterists under the auspices augment the f ishery production and soon
of the Malabar Natural History Society, became an integral part of our inland f ishery.
These f ishes are known to the f isher folks by their
Kozhikode, Kerala.
English common names or the name in their
This objective of this paper is not to assign a single natural homelands (Table 1). However, there has
name to a f ish but rather to the collect all the been some change in the syllable while
available folk names in use currently for the pronouncing the anglicised names and some
benef it of future generations. This article does names got a Malayalam accent (eg. Tilapia has
not in any way dishonour scientif ic naming and changed to Silopi; Mrigal to Mrigala).
its procedures, but on the other hand is an earnest
effort to protect the names in our own languages, Of the total 177 species, 40 species have one
vernacular name and another 40 species have two
inherited through generations.
common names, Forty eight f ishes have three
MATERIALS AND METHODS
names (Table 2) with more less same meaning.
A list of the freshwater f ishes of Kerala and their Signif icantly, for 38 species, there have been no
common names were prepared based on available common names in use. The discussion resulted
literature and in consultation with the local in the naming of 30 species based on their
f ishermen. All species name adhere to Catalogue uniqueness, distribution and on the habitat.
of Fishes (Eschemeyer, 2012). A workshop was Of the total f ishes, 76 species are known by a
jointly organized by Kerala State Biodiversity clan name. The small sized carps under the genera
Board and Department of Aquatic Biology and Dawkinsia, Dravidia, Pethia, and Puntius are
Fisheries, University of Kerala on 30th September known by the clan name Paral and the different
2011 at Thiruvananthapuram to collate and species of these genera were named by the
develop a list of common names for the indigenous communities by adding a pref ix to
freshwater f ishes of Kerala. Several researchers, the clan name. The pref ixes are, according to our
students, f ish traders and f ishers participated in observation, are good in explaining the
the workshop.
uniqueness of the species. Thus the Puntius
In the case of f ishes with common names, it was mahecola is called as ‘Urulan paral’ due to its
decided to maintain a widely used common name more or less rounded body, Puntius dorsalis as
as the most appropriate one for further scientif ic ‘Mookkan paral’ indicating the long snout,
usage and others as synonyms. Where the f ishes Dawkinsia f ilamentous as ‘Valekkodiyan paral’,
have no common names, the experts were explaining the unique pigmentation on the
requested to suggest the names and most caudal lobes. The species known by the clan name
is given in the Table 3.
appropriate name has been assigned to them.
Several species, especially those sharing the same
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
niches requires meticulous observations even for
A total of 177 f ishes including exotic (ornamental the scientif ic naming because of the subtle
exotic excluded) species were subjected for the difference in their morphological characters. It
procedures of restoration of vernacular names is apparent that the folk too faced the same crises
(Table 1).
in segregating the species from its immediate
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congeners. Table 4, provides the list of species
having more ore less same common name for
several taxa. However, as an exception, the
Ambassids (Chanda nama (Ham.), C. ranga
(Ham.) Parambassis dayi (Bleeker), P. thomassi
(Day) were suff ixed or pref ixed by words
denoting their habit, habitat, shape, etc was
noticed from some parts of northern Kerala.

Out of the total species selected for naming, 38
did not have any known local names. This could
be due to various reasons. Some species are
conf ined to the remote forests and their size is
too small to get the attention of the people.

Table 1. Common freshwater f ishes of Kerala and their vernacular names
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Table 2. Categorization f ishes based on the
number of common names
No Fished with vernacular Names
No
1 Fishes with no name
38
2 Fishes with one name
40
3 Fishes with two names
48
4 Fishes with thee names
30
5 Fishes with four names
8
6 Fishes with f ive names
5
7 Exotic f ishes
8
Total
177
Table 3. Fishes and their clan names
Genus
Anguilla spp.
Amblypharyngodon spp.
Barilius spp.
Batasio travancoria, Mystus spp., Hemibagrus punctatus and Horabagrus spp.
Bhavania australis, Balitora mysorensis, Travancoria, Homaloptera,
Dawkinsia sp., Dravidia sp., Pethia sp. and Puntius sp.
Esomus sp.
Garra spp.
Glyptothorax spp.
Hypselobarbus spp.
Lepidocephalichthys thermalis and Pangio goaensis
Macrognathus guentheri and Mastacembelus armatus
Nemacheilus spp., Longishistura, Acanthocobitis
Ompok spp., Pterocryptis wynaadensis and Wallago attu
Salmophasia spp.

88

No.
Species
Malijeel
2
Vayambu
2
Pavukan
3
Koori
11
Kalnakki
8
Paral
14
Meesaparava
4
Kallotti
5
Kalkkari
2
Kooral
5
Manalayira
2
Aarakan
2
Koyma
7
Vaala
2
Mathipparal
3

Clan name
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Table 4. Fish species have same common names
No.
1
2
3
4

Fish species
D. aequipinnatus, Devario malabaricus
Tor khudree, T. malabaricus, T. musullah, T. Remadevii
Chanda nama, C. ranga, Parambassis dayi, and P. thomassi
Carinotetraodon travancoricus, C. imitator

Here the notion to have a common name is
unjustif ied (for example. Mesonemacheilus
remadevii, Garra periyarensis. P. pookodensis,
Garra menoni, G. periyarensis, Homaloptera pillaii,
H. menoni, H. santhamparaiensis, Travancoria
elongata, Mesonemacheilus menoni , M. remadevii,
M. Pambarensis, M. periyarensis, G. Malabarensis).
Horaglanis alikunhi, Kryptoglanis shajii,
Monopterus digressus, M.roseni are new species
described from Kerala recently (Bailey and Gans,
1998; Gopi, 2002). Their protologues provided no
common names and on further enquiries confirmed
that no common names was in use for these species
(Kryptoglanis shajii has been assigned a common
name ‘Midu’ by the authors combing two
Malayalam name, Mushi (Clarias) and Kadu
(Heteropneustes) assuming its systematic position
between the two genus) (Vincent and Thomas, 2011;
Babu and Nair, 2004). The species mentioned above
are economically not so important and could be a
reason for the lack of common names. Due to small
size and subterranean mode of life, species like
Horaglanis alikunhii, Monopterus digressus and M.
roseni are rarely encountered by the common folk.
This is could be a reason for the lack of vernacular
name to these endemic fishes.
D awkins ia as s imilis and D awkinsia
rubrotinctus were described by Jerdon (1849) and
subsequently Day (1865; 1875-1878) retained them
under the synonymy of closely related species which
was followed by others (Talwar and Jhingran, 1991).
Pethiyagoda and Kottelat (2005a) after an extensive
collection from south India stabilized the
nomenclatural status of Dawkinsia assimilis and
Knight et al (2011) revalidated the species status of
Dawkinsia rubrotinctus. These species do not have
any common names as we understood from the

Common name
Ozhukkilatti, Thuppalamkothi
Kuyil, Katti, Aattuchoora
Nandan, Arinjil
Aattunda, Pootham,
Thavalappottan, Ponthan,
Vattithuntha

perusal of literatura as well as the interaction with
the fisher folk. The nomenclatural status of Puntius
mahecola was resolved by Pethiyagoda and Kottelat
(2005b) which until then was considered as a female
of Puntius f ilamentous by ichthyolgists. Due to the
taxonomic uncertainity of Puntius amphibius,
Amblypharyngodon chakaiensis, Tor putitiora,
Puntius melanostigma, and Puntius sophore were
left unnamed.
The voluminous vernacular names of the f ishes
prove well the cultural linkage of the people with
the f ish. The pioneering naturalists were very
careful while naming the species and due
reverence to the vernacular names were given
them. Buchanan (1807), Hamilton (1822), Sykes
(1839) and Jerdon (1849) had adopted the
common folk names as generic and specif ic
epithets. The exponential relationship of the
culture with conservation is conspicuous from
the sacred groves that were preserved and revered
by the pious Hindus of Kerala. We do feel that it
is the names that protects the species from
endangerment and makes a sense in the civil
society on conservation. The common names
descended to us thorough generations are very
valuable as the species itself and it enunciates
some sort of precious nature-man relationship.
Once the pet names vanished, the local
community, the custodian of the biodiversity will
lose their linkage to the species leading several
biodiversity crises at least at the local level.
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