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Phylogenetic systematics of the Asian catfish family Sisoridae  
(Actinopterygii: Siluriformes)

Heok Hee Ng*

The results of a phylogenetic analysis of the Asian catfish family Sisoridae are presented in this study. The phy-
logenetic relationships of 106 (out of the 246) species of sisorid catfishes (representing over 40 % of the species 
diversity) were elucidated utilizing 197 morphological characters. Although a parsimony analysis failed to fully 
resolve the relationships of the 106 species in this study, nearly all of the genera analyzed (20 out of 22, with the 
exception of Ayarnangra and Erethistes) were recognized as natural; diagnoses for all 23 sisorid genera are pro-
vided. Novel generic interrelationships within the family were also recovered in this study. Two clades within 
the Sisoridae were recovered (Glyptosterninae and Sisorinae), with the Sisorinae being recovered as composed 
of three subclades (Bagariini, Erethistini and Sisorini). Diagnoses for these clades are provided, and aspects of 
the phylogeny in relation to the historical biogeography, as well as the evolution of body size and the thoracic 
adhesive apparatus in the group are also discussed.

* c/o Lee Kong Chian Natural History Museum, National University of Singapore, 2 Conservatory Drive, 
Singapore 117377. E-mail: heokhee.ng@gmail.com

Introduction

The Sisoridae is the largest family of Asian cat-
fishes, comprising 246 species in 23 genera (Fer-
raris, 2007; pers. obs.) distributed throughout the 
entire southern arc of the Asian continent (from 
the Caspian drainages of Turkey to eastern and 
southern continental Asia and the Greater Sunda 
Islands). Many sisorids are rheophilic and com-
prise a significant portion of the hillstream 
fauna in South and Southeast Asia. A large major-
ity of sisorid catfishes possess heavily keratinized, 
tuberculate skin; a significant number also pos-
sesses modified epidermal structures that serve 
an adhesive function.
 Starting with Bleeker (1858), the Sisoridae 
began to be recognized as a distinct group; the 
composition of the group was initially non-

monophyletic (it included both Paleotropical and 
Neotropical catfishes), but became more re-
stricted in subsequent classifications (e. g. Gün-
ther, 1864) until its current form in Regan (1911) 
[with the exception of the inclusion of the akysid 
Brei tensteinia; the reader is referred to Ng (2010) 
for a more detailed history of the higher-level 
classification of the Sisoridae within the Siluri-
formes].
 Although the monophyly of the Sisoridae has 
been confirmed in phylogenetic analyses of both 
morphological (Ng, 2010) and molecular (Sullivan 
et al., 2006) data, the phylogenetic relationships 
within the Sisoridae remain poorly studied. 
Prior to the advent of phylogenetic systematics, 
it was generally recognized (based on morphol-
ogy alone) that sisorids belonged to two distinct 
groups (lineages): one comprising species whose 
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