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Identifying ten common freshwater fish of Indonesia: 

Translation and lexicographical information for English-Indonesian 

by  

Phil Quick 

Introduction 

In this article I give a brief summary of ten common freshwater fish found throughout 

most of Indonesia. In Table 1 these ten fishes are identified by English common name, 

Indonesian common name, and scientific name. Many of these fish species are used in 

aquaculture throughout Southeast Asia, or are widely available as ornamental fish. One of 

my motivations for compiling this list is to provide some standardization for translating 

these names. I have sometimes seen others translate the local name literally into English or 

Indonesian, and it may help us all if we know when these particular fish are mentioned. 

This is not to say that literally translating the local name is not helpful; it is helpful for 

many contexts when it is used in addition to the common name in English or Indonesian 

along with its scientific name. 

 

 English  Indonesian Scientific   

 climbing perch betok, puyu Anabas testudineus  

common carp mas Cyprinus carpio   

giant gourami 
1
 gurami, gurame  Osphronemus goramy  

goldfish maskoki Carassius auratus  

koi mas, koi Cyprinus carpio 

 milkfish bandeng Chanos chanos 

Mozambique tilapia, Java tilapia mujair Oreochromis mosambicus 
2
 

Nile tilapia nila  Oreochromis niloticus 
3
 

snakehead 
4
 gabus Channa striata 

walking catfish 
5
 lele, kalang Clarius batruchus 

Table 1. English, Indonesian and scientific names of ten common fish found in 

Indonesia 

                                                

1 This unfortunately is a common name for two different gourami species. The Colisa fasciata is also 

identified as a ‘giant gourami’ in Axelrod and Vorderwinkler (1978) and in Anon. (1976).  

2  Formerly Tilapia mossambicus and Sarotherodon mossambicus. The Tilapia fish species are part of the 

large family of Cichlidae fishes. This group of fishes has undergone extensive reclassification (Loiselle 

1994). The various species of Tilapia has been part of this focus and thus in the literature different 

scientific names will be found, depending on the date of the book and how up to date the work is. 

3  Formerly Tilapia nilotica and Sarotherodon nilotica. See previous footnote for more information. 

4 The snakehead is now reportedly an introduced pest in the eastern United States. Other previous 

scientific names include Channa asiatica and Ophicephalus striatus. 

5 The walking catfish has become established in Florida in the USA. 
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The task of identifying flora and fauna 

The task of identifying flora and fauna is a challenging one. This brings me to the 

second motivation for providing this list of common fish names. Since these are among the 

most commonly found freshwater fish in Indonesia, we should be able to at least identify 

and get these names down correctly in our dictionaries. There are two sides to the ‘coin’ 

in identifying fish names (as well as any flora and fauna in a language), in which there are 

two lists that need to be cross-indexed. Identifying the names of fish so that they will be 

useful to others requires matching the taxonomic folk list with the taxonomic scientific list 

(see Bulmer 1992, Hooper 1994, Osmond 2004 and Quick 2006). Matching these two 

inventories is often challenging. Bulmer (1992) points out that it is difficult to identify with 

certainty a particular taxon without seeing it in its actual context with a native speaker. 

Even when this condition can be met, then the linguist has the unenviable task of matching 

this with the latest state-of-the-art experts’ best claim for what the genus-species is. Here 

too Bulmer (1992) states that the linguist (or ethnographer) must not be surprised when 

the experts are themselves uncertain or confused (see also Osmond 2004:3). Several of 

these fish species have been reclassified (more than once!) during the past twenty to thirty 

years. Therefore, depending on the reference that you employ, the scientific name that you 

use might be ‘outdated.’ There is also a potential problem with the English and Indonesian 

common names. The common names I have given are the most ‘common’ that I am aware 

of, as used in the literature I have checked. However, there may still be differences for 

these names depending on regional variations.
6
 

Note that sometimes fish are misidentified by local people (this is often the case when 

non-specialists try to identify flora and fauna). For example, sometimes goldfish are 

mistakenly called ikan mas (although technically goldfish are a kind of carp, they are a 

different species which doesn’t get as large as the common carp). More recently I have 

noticed that the red strains of Nile tilapia are sometimes mistakenly identified as ikan mas. 

Finally, fish names may often have regional or other vernacular names that have no locally 

recognized Indonesian equivalent. 

Here follows some basic descriptive information for each of these fishes. Photographs 

(or links to photos) and further details on each of these species can be found at 

www.fishbase.org. 

Carp, koi and goldfish  

The common carp is one of the freshwater fish delicacies in Indonesia and in other 

parts of Southeast Asia. These carp can grow very large. Koi are an ornamental variety 

developed from the common carp, technically called ikan koi in Indonesia, but they may be 

called ikan mas as well. A distinctive identifying feature of carp and koi are the two 

barbels found next to its mouth. Goldfish and tilapia do not have barbels (for cases where 

                                                

6 I also want to thank Sulawesi colleagues Donna Evans, Tom Laskowske, and Michael Martins for their 

help in identifying and/or verifying the Indonesian and scientific names of some of the fish I list and 

discuss here. 

http://www.fishbase.org/
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individuals may call goldfish and the red strain of Nile tilapia ikan mas, this can be 

helpful). Carp are usually raised in ponds or rice paddies, although they are probably found 

in ponds, lakes and rivers. 

Climbing perch  

This fish is not perhaps as ‘common’ as the other fish I’ve listed here, but it is likely 

to occur in many parts of Indonesia. It does not seem to be a major food fish in Indonesia, 

although it is used in parts of southeast Asia in aquaculture, and it is an edible freshwater 

fish (and can also be raised in brackish water) (Froese and Pauly 2005). This fish is not 

very large and grows to about the size of your hand. It also has somewhat of a reputation 

of having extraordinarily prickly scales and fins. This species also has an auxiliary 

breathing organ, which allows it to move over land. 

Giant gourami  

All gouramis have an auxiliary air breathing mechanism which requires them to 

breathe air (they will die if they can’t reach the surface). Giant gouramis grow large 

enough to be productively used as a food fish and as such are found generally in fish 

ponds. There are also a number of smaller gouramis that may be found throughout many 

parts of Indonesia, such as the three-spot gourami (Trichogaster trichopterus), but these are 

not big fish nor considered to be food fish (although a couple of other larger gouramis 

such as the ‘kissing gourami’ are used as food fish in some parts of Indonesia). One 

distinguishing characteristic of gouramis is that their ventral fins are long and narrow, 

often reaching as far back as its tail fin. 

Milkfish  

This is actually a brackish water fish that is fish farmed along the coast. Ling (1977:4) 

states: “The most important brackish-water pond monoculture in Southeast Asia is that of 

the milkfish, Chanos chanos … Indonesia, the Philippines and Taiwan are the world’s 

leaders in milkfish farming. It is generally believed that this industry was started in 

Indonesia some 500 years ago and was introduced to the Philippines and Taiwan during 

the 16th centruy.” This fish can reach several feet in length and is not found in interior 

locations. 

Snakehead  

This is another fish with an auxiliary air breathing organ. As these fish grow larger 

they resemble a heavy-bodied snake or eel. Snakeheads are raised in fish ponds or rice 

paddies and may also be found in shallow water such as ditches and swamps. 

Tilapia  

Tilapia are an introduced fish used mostly in aquaculture and are now found 

worldwide including Indonesia. “Tilapias are now the most widely cultivated fish in the 

world and are dubbed ‘aquatic chickens’ by people in the trade” (Barlow 2000:257). The 



  4 

 

two most common species encountered in Indonesia are the Mozambique and Nile tilapia. 

As you can discern from their common names they are originally from Africa. There are 

many hybrid crosses and there are probably other tilapia species in Indonesia or others that 

have been crossed with these. Tilapia are a mouth-breeding cichlid, and one parent broods 

the eggs and fry for up to a month in its mouth. They are very prolific, and unless they are 

controlled to some extent they will breed rapidly and their larger numbers will stunt their 

growth. Generally they are eaten when they are about twice the size of your hand (similar 

to various pan fishes in the USA). One hybrid developed a number of years ago in the 

Philippines can grow from a fingerling size up to 8 inches (about 20 cm) in about three 

months. Generally tilapia are black colored, although there are strains of Nile tilapia that 

are red or orange colored. Another means of recognizing tilapia is the enlarged mouth 

necessary for their mouth-brooding requirements. Tilapia are usually raised in ponds or 

rice paddies, although there are wild populations in some areas now. 

Walking catfish  

Catfish can be distinguished from all of the other fish discussed here by their 

‘whiskers,’ and resemble the channel catfish and bullhead catfish found in North America. 

Another distinguishing feature is a large flat head. As its English common name states, this 

fish can ‘walk’ out of water with the help of its stiff fins and an air-breathing organ that 

allows it to breathe out of water. Walking catfish are raised in ponds or rice paddies and 

can also be found in a wide variety of shallow water situations such as ditches and 

swamps. 
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