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Foolish and clever or wise characters are mainstays of folktales all over the world, but judging from a corpus of hundreds of Tamil tales, the Tamil folk narrators seem to have a more than average interest in the mind. While many of their stories on various subjects are humorous, this is almost always so in the case of those on foolish and clever characters. Foolishness will be discussed under the headings of gross ignorance of the world, faulty reasoning, rashness and lack of foresight. Cleverness, the most common feature of Tamil folk narrative, crops up in tales pursuing many different purposes. For the limited scope of this paper those stressing cultural and, in particular, psychological knowledge as well as native intelligence have been selected.

Amongst other things, psychological knowledge permits characters to cheat for self-serving and other reasons. Native intelligence appears in funny creative transformation and problem solving.

Absurdity looms large in tales about fools as well as in those about wise characters, the former propounding it unintentionally, the latter employing it on purpose. The major reason accounting for the enjoyment of both comic foolishness and comic cleverness seems to be the narrators’ fertile imagination.
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