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ABSTRACT 

This study provides a comprehensive, nuanced examination of the influence exerted by the Dravidian Movement on the 

formulation, implementation, and evolution of school language policies in Tamil Nadu over a fifty-year span, from 1960 

through 2010. The Dravidian Movement, originating in the early twentieth century as a socio-political crusade championing 

non-Brahmin Dravidian identity and linguistic pride, morphed into a potent electoral force by the mid-1960s. Leveraging 

its growing political capital, Dravidian parties—most notably the Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK) and the All India 

Anna Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (AIADMK)—sought to recalibrate language-in-education frameworks away from the 

perceived imposition of Hindi towards a renewed emphasis on Tamil. Anchored in the broader national context shaped by 

the Indian Constitution’s provisions on language and the Kothari Commission’s three-language formula, Tamil Nadu 

emerged as a distinctive case in which state-level policy choices frequently deviated from central recommendations. 

Employing a mixed-methods approach, this research integrates systematic analysis of thirty key policy documents 

(Government Orders, departmental circulars, curriculum guidelines) with archival excavation of newspaper editorials, 

party manifestos, and contemporaneous pamphlets to trace public discourse. Complementing this documentary evidence 

are fifteen semi-structured interviews with veteran education officials, former Dravidian government ministers, teachers’ 

union leaders, and curriculum experts, conducted during early 2011. These data sources yielded a rich thematic tapestry 

that reveals five distinct phases of policy enactment: (1) the assertion of Tamil identity through medium-of-instruction shifts 

in the late 1960s; (2) calibrated adjustments to the three-language formula in the 1970s; (3) consolidation of mother-tongue 

instruction within primary grades in the 1980s; (4) neoliberal-driven expansions of English streams and corresponding 

marginalization debates in the 1990s; and (5) a revival of Tamil-centric curricular content and cultural studies mandates in 

the 2000s. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Language policy occupies a strategic intersection of identity politics, educational equity, and governance in multilingual nations. In 

India, where constitutional provisions (Articles 343–351) designate Hindi and English as official languages while empowering states 

to adopt their own official languages, the negotiation of linguistic hierarchies in education reflects deeper socio-political currents. 

Among India’s states, Tamil Nadu stands out for its enduring resistance to compulsory Hindi instruction and its consistent elevation 
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of Tamil as both a vehicle of cultural transmission and a symbol of regional pride. Central to this phenomenon is the Dravidian 

Movement—a socio-political mobilization that emerged in the early twentieth century championing Dravidian identity, anti-caste 

reform, and Tamil linguistic supremacy. 

 

Figure-1.Dravidian Movement’s Impact on Tamil Nadu Language Policies 

The Dravidian Movement’s trajectory from Periyar E.V. Ramasamy’s rationalist and anti-Brahmin advocacy in the 1920s to the 

DMK’s watershed victory in the 1967 state elections reshaped Tamil Nadu’s governance landscape. This political ascendancy 

provided the legislative and administrative leverage to influence educational policy, particularly the medium-of-instruction debate. 

Education, historically a domain for social reproduction, became a principal site for contesting linguistic hegemony. Dravidian 

leaders framed Tamil not merely as a mother tongue but as a bulwark against cultural homogenization and perceived northern 

dominance. 

The national framework, informed by the Kothari Commission’s recommendation of a three-language formula (regional language, 

Hindi, English), clashed with Tamil Nadu’s aversion to Hindi compulsion. Whereas most Indian states adopted the formula in its 

original form, Tamil Nadu amended it to allow greater flexibility—permitting Sanskrit in lieu of Hindi and later emphasizing Tamil 

medium instruction. These policy choices, however, did not unfold unopposed: tensions between regional autonomy and national 

integration, between mother-tongue pedagogy and English-medium instruction for global competitiveness, persisted throughout the 

ensuing decades. 

Scholars have examined individual episodes—such as the 1968 G.O. MS No. 132 medium-shift or the 1984 G.O. MS No. 201 

instruction-time allocation—but few have integrated these milestones into a cohesive narrative that links electoral cycles, party 

manifestos, administrative orders, and classroom experiences. Moreover, qualitative insights from the policymakers and educators 

who navigated these reforms remain underexplored. 

This manuscript addresses these gaps by posing three interrelated research questions: (1) How did the Dravidian Movement’s 

ideological foundations translate into concrete school language policies between 1960 and 2010? (2) What administrative 
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mechanisms, political incentives, and social mobilizations facilitated or impeded the implementation of these policies? (3) What 

were the educational and equity outcomes associated with shifts in medium-of-instruction and language curriculum? Through 

systematic policy analysis, archival research, and stakeholder interviews, this study reconstructs the evolution of Tamil Nadu’s 

language-in-education framework, offering a longitudinal perspective that illuminates both policy formulation and on-the-ground 

realities. The insights gained have implications beyond Tamil Nadu, informing multilingual policy debates in similarly 

heterogeneous societies. 

 

Figure-2.Dravidian Movement’s Influence on Tamil Nadu School Language Policies 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The intersection of regional politics and language-in-education policy in Tamil Nadu has attracted scholarly attention from 

historians, linguists, and educators, yet comprehensive, longitudinal analyses remain sparse. This review synthesizes key strands of 

literature—historical foundations of the Dravidian Movement, national and state language-policy frameworks, and curricular reform 

studies—to situate the current research. 

Historical Foundations of the Dravidian Movement 

The early Dravidian Movement, crystallized under Periyar’s Self-Respect Movement in the 1920s, foregrounded anti-caste rhetoric 

and Tamil revivalism (Pandian, 1992). Periyar’s rejection of Sanskritized Tamil and his denunciation of Brahminical dominance 

established the ideological underpinnings for later political mobilization. Subramanian (2001) traces the DMK’s evolution from a 

cultural organization to a political party, highlighting the 1967 electoral victory as a turning point that empowered Dravidian leaders 

to reshape state policies across social, economic, and educational domains. 
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National Language Policy Frameworks 

Post-independence India grappled with linguistic diversity in framing education and official languages. The Kothari Commission 

(1964–1966) recommended a three-language formula—ensuring proficiency in the regional language, Hindi, and English—to foster 

national integration while preserving regional identities (Kumaravadivelu, 2006). Sridhar and Sridhar (1986) analyze the uneven 

adoption of this formula, noting that Tamil Nadu, invoking regional autonomy, modified the formula to exempt its students from 

compulsory Hindi, instead offering choices such as Sanskrit or French. 

State-Level Curriculum Reforms 

Tamil Nadu’s curriculum reforms have oscillated between regional assertion and pragmatic accommodation. Krishnamurthy (1990) 

documents the 1971 policy that downgraded Hindi’s status, while Annamalai (2005) and Rajendran (2008) explore the expansion 

of Tamil-medium instruction and its educational implications. Menon (2012) interrogates the state’s simultaneous embrace of 

English-medium streams under neoliberal pressures, revealing tensions between global aspirations and regional allegiance. Zafar 

(2011) provides quantitative evidence on mother-tongue instruction’s impact on language proficiency and academic performance. 

Implementation and Equity Studies 

Research on ground-level implementation emphasizes resource constraints—shortages of Tamil-medium teachers, insufficient 

training, and urban-rural disparities. Sundaram (2007) highlights teacher-training challenges, while Viswanathan (2009) examines 

policy-practice gaps in rural districts. Venkatesh (1998) analyzes grassroots protests against Hindi imposition and their role in 

sustaining policy momentum. 

Gaps and Contributions 

While these studies illuminate facets of Tamil Nadu’s language policy landscape, few offer an integrated political-administrative-

pedagogical analysis spanning five decades. Moreover, firsthand perspectives of policymakers and educators who shaped or 

experienced these reforms are underrepresented. This research addresses these lacunae by triangulating policy documents, archival 

materials, and interviews to construct a holistic, longitudinal account of language policy evolution in Tamil Nadu under Dravidian 

influence. 

METHODOLOGY 

This study adopts a mixed-methods research design to capture the multifaceted evolution of school language policies in Tamil Nadu 

from 1960 to 2010. The methodology comprises three primary components: policy document analysis, archival research, and semi-

structured interviews. Through triangulation, the study ensures robust, validated insights into both policy formulation and 

implementation experiences. 

1. Policy Document Analysis  

Thirty key documents were purposively selected from the Tamil Nadu School Education Department archives, including 

Government Orders (G.O.s), departmental circulars, curriculum blueprints, and Tamil Nadu Textbook Corporation guidelines. 
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Documents spanned from the formative G.O. MS No. 132 (1968) mandating Tamil medium instruction, to G.O. MS No. 115 (2008) 

reinstating Tamil as the sole medium in rural schools. Each document was systematically coded using NVivo 8 to identify policy 

objectives, language hierarchies, and administrative directives. Codes included “medium of instruction,” “three-language formula,” 

“teacher training,” “curriculum content,” and “compliance mechanisms.” 

2. Archival Research  

Archival sources supplemented policy texts with contextual discourse analysis. Newspaper editorials (The Hindu, Dinamani) and 

party manifestos (DMK, AIADMK) from 1960–2010 were examined to trace public debates on language education. Pamphlets and 

speeches by Dravidian leaders provided insight into rhetorical framing. Archival artifacts were cataloged chronologically, and 

thematic analysis identified narratives of linguistic pride, federalist ideology, and resistance to Hindi imposition. 

3. Semi-Structured Interviews  

Fifteen interviews were conducted between January and April 2011 with key stakeholders: 

• Five retired education officials from the Tamil Nadu Education Department, responsible for drafting and implementing 

language policies. 

• Three former education ministers from DMK and AIADMK administrations, offering political rationale behind policy 

choices. 

• Four teachers’ union leaders representing the Tamil Nadu Teachers Federation and the All India Democratic Women’s 

Association, elucidating grassroots mobilization. 

• Three curriculum experts affiliated with the Tamil Nadu Textbook Corporation and major universities. 

Participants were recruited via snowball sampling, beginning with contacts at the Teachers Federation. Each interview, lasting 60–

90 minutes, was recorded with consent, transcribed verbatim, and anonymized. Interview questions probed motivations for policy 

changes, administrative challenges, community responses, and perceived educational outcomes. 

Data Analysis  

Thematic coding in NVivo 8 organized interview transcripts and archival texts into core themes: “political will,” “resource 

constraints,” “teacher preparedness,” “community engagement,” and “educational outcomes.” Chronological mapping linked 

themes to the five identified policy phases. Triangulation across data sources minimized bias: documentary evidence validated 

interview insights, while archival accounts contextualized policy directives. 

Ethical Considerations  

All interviewees provided written informed consent. Pseudonyms ensured confidentiality. Permissions from the Tamil Nadu State 

Archives and Education Department were secured under research exemption clauses. Digital files were encrypted and stored on a 

secure institutional server, accessible only to the research team. 

RESULTS 

Analysis revealed five distinct phases of school language policy evolution aligned with Dravidian party tenure and broader 

educational trends. 
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Phase 1 (1960–1969): Assertion of Tamil Identity  

The DMK’s 1967 electoral victory catalyzed G.O. MS No. 132 (1968), elevating Tamil as the medium in Grades I–V and making 

Hindi optional. Archival accounts describe public rallies in Chennai, where educators distributed Tamil-medium textbooks 

emblazoned with “Tamizh valarum” slogans. Interviewees highlighted initial zeal among teachers but also noted inadequate 

pedagogical preparation. An Education Department official recounted, “We had Tamil textbooks but no training modules—teachers 

improvised, often translating English-medium lesson plans on the fly.” 

Phase 2 (1970–1979): Adjusting the Three-Language Formula  

To partially comply with the Kothari Commission, the 1974 policy introduced a modified three-language formula—Tamil, English, 

and a choice between Hindi or Sanskrit. Directorate of School Education data show 72% of schools opted for Sanskrit over Hindi 

by 1979. A former Curriculum Officer explained, “Sanskrit served as a proxy—preserving linguistic purity while avoiding Hindi.” 

Yet Sanskrit’s pedagogical novelty posed challenges: many teachers lacked expertise, leading to reliance on rote memorization. 

Phase 3 (1980–1989): Consolidation of Mother-Tongue Instruction  

Under the AIADMK government, G.O. MS No. 201 (1984) mandated that 60% of instructional time be in Tamil for all subjects. 

Enrollment in Tamil-medium classes rose from 15% in 1980 to 28% in 1989. Union leaders praised the move as a victory for 

linguistic equity but flagged emerging concerns: “Tamil students excelled in language arts but struggled in English and 

mathematics,” noted a teachers’ union president. To address this, pilot English immersion programs were introduced in urban 

centers, though scaling remained limited. 

Phase 4 (1990–1999): Neoliberal Influences and Marginalization Debates  

Economic liberalization pressures led to G.O. MS No. 310 (1996), permitting English-medium streams in government schools. 

Between 1992 and 1999, English-medium seats expanded by 45%. Critics accused Dravidian governments of capitulating to elitist 

demands. “We felt betrayed,” recalled union leader Arumugam. Mass protests in 1997 underscored the movement’s enduring 

grassroots strength, ultimately prompting policy refinements that maintained Tamil’s centrality while accommodating English. 

Phase 5 (2000–2010): Resurgence of Tamil-Centric Curricula  

Responding to renewed identity politics, the DMK’s 2006 manifesto led to G.O. MS No. 115 (2008), reinstating Tamil as the sole 

medium in rural government schools and mandating a “Tamil Cultural Studies” course. Field visits in 2009–2010 documented 

vibrant community engagement—festivals, essay competitions, and locally authored supplemental materials. Yet urban elite schools 

largely retained English streams, highlighting persistent implementation gaps. 

Cross-Phase Themes 

• Political Will: Policy enactments closely mirrored Dravidian party platforms, illustrating the power of electoral mandates 

in shaping educational agendas. 

• Resource Constraints: Chronic shortages of trained Tamil-medium teachers and pedagogical materials impeded uniform 

implementation, exacerbating urban-rural disparities. 

• Grassroots Mobilization: Teachers’ unions, parent-teacher associations, and cultural bodies served as vital conduits for 

policy advocacy and monitoring. 
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• Educational Outcomes: Standardized test data from 2005–2010 indicate Tamil-medium students outperformed peers in 

Tamil language assessments by an average of 12 percentage points but lagged by 8–10 points in English and mathematics, 

underscoring trade-offs inherent in language prioritization. 

CONCLUSION 

Between 1960 and 2010, the Dravidian Movement’s ideological imperatives fundamentally reshaped Tamil Nadu’s school language 

policies, producing a distinctive trajectory characterized by sustained emphasis on Tamil medium instruction, strategic 

modifications to national language formulas, and pragmatic accommodations to globalizing pressures. The five policy phases 

documented herein reveal a dynamic interplay between political mandates, administrative capacities, and grassroots activism. 

Key insights emerge: first, political ideology and party manifestos exert decisive influence over educational policy; second, 

successful implementation demands alignment of curriculum design with teacher training, resource allocation, and community 

engagement; third, balancing regional linguistic pride with the exigencies of English proficiency and global competitiveness requires 

nuanced, context-sensitive approaches. Tamil Nadu’s experience underscores that language-in-education reform is neither linear 

nor solely technical—it is inextricably bound to identity politics, public sentiment, and governance structures. 

For policymakers in multilingual democracies, this study offers actionable lessons: co-design curricula with local stakeholders to 

ensure cultural resonance; invest strategically in teacher preparation for mother-tongue instruction; monitor educational outcomes 

longitudinally to address emergent gaps; and craft language frameworks flexible enough to accommodate both regional and global 

aspirations. Future research might extend this analysis by examining long-term socio-economic trajectories of Tamil-medium 

graduates, conducting comparative studies across India’s diverse states, and exploring digital pedagogies’ role in reinforcing or 

transcending traditional language boundaries. 
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