
The Non-Cooperation Movement: Causes, Features and 

significance 

The Non-Cooperation Movement (NCM), initiated by Mahatma Gandhi in 1920, marked a 

pivotal moment in India's struggle for independence. It was the first nationwide mass movement 

that sought to challenge British rule through a unique strategy of non-violent non-cooperation. 

This movement not only redefined the trajectory of the Indian freedom struggle but also 

demonstrated the power of mass mobilization in the face of colonial oppression. 

Background and Context 

The NCM emerged as a fervent response to a series of injustices that had been accumulating over 

the years, culminating in the immediate provocations of the Rowlatt Act and the Jallianwala 

Bagh Massacre. The economic exploitation by British colonial rulers had left the Indian 

populace impoverished, a situation further exacerbated during and after the First World War by 

high inflation, heavy taxation, and forced cultivation of cash crops. Despite promises of political 

reforms in exchange for Indian support during the war, the Montagu-Chelmsford Reforms of 

1919 failed to meet Indian aspirations for self-governance, leading to widespread 

disillusionment. 

Causes of the Movement 

The causes behind the Non-Cooperation Movement were manifold, rooted in both immediate 

triggers and long-standing grievances: 

 Economic Hardships and Exploitation: The First World War had a devastating impact 

on India's economy. Prices soared, while the income of peasants stagnated, leading to 

widespread distress. 

 Disappointment with British Reforms: The Government of India Act 1919, resulting 

from the Montagu-Chelmsford Reforms, was deemed insufficient by the Indian 

leadership, who had hoped for more substantial steps toward self-rule. 

 The Rowlatt Act and Jallianwala Bagh Massacre: The draconian Rowlatt Act of 1919, 

which allowed for detention without trial, and the brutal massacre at Jallianwala Bagh, 

where British troops killed hundreds of unarmed Indians, fueled anger and resentment 

across the country. 

 Khilafat Movement: The dismemberment of the Ottoman Caliphate after World War I 

led to the Khilafat Movement, initiated by Indian Muslims. Gandhi supported this cause, 

fostering Hindu-Muslim unity and merging the Khilafat issue with the Non-Cooperation 

Movement. 

 Broken Promises Post-World War I: Indian support during the war was met with 

broken promises by the British, deepening the sense of betrayal among the Indian masses. 

Launch and Objectives 
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In September 1920, during a special session of the Congress in Calcutta, the Non-Cooperation 

Movement was formally approved, with the Nagpur session in December 1920 endorsing it 

unanimously. Gandhi's vision for the movement was to leverage non-violent resistance and non-

cooperation with British institutions to achieve Swaraj, or self-rule. The movement's goals 

included: 

 Boycotting British Goods and Institutions: People were urged to boycott foreign 

goods, resign from government jobs, withdraw from British-controlled schools, and 

refuse to pay taxes. 

 Promotion of Swadeshi and Self-Reliance: The movement emphasized the use of 

Indian-made goods, particularly Khadi, and the establishment of national schools and 

colleges like Kashi Vidyapeeth and Jamia Millia Islamia. 

 Hindu-Muslim Unity and Non-Violence: Maintaining communal harmony and strict 

adherence to non-violence were central tenets. Gandhi traveled extensively in 1921 to 

propagate these principles. 

Spread and Impact 

The call for non-cooperation resonated across the country, with diverse responses shaped by 

local conditions: 

 Bengal: Led by leaders like Birendranath Sasmal, Bengal saw robust anti-colonial 

protests. 

 Assam: Strikes were organized in tea plantations, steamer services, and railways, 

disrupting colonial economic activities. 

 Punjab and United Provinces: Movements like the Akali movement and the Kisan 
Sabha highlighted regional grievances while aligning with the broader goals of non-

cooperation. 

 Gujarat and Andhra: Leaders like Vallabhbhai Patel and Alluri Sitaram Raju adapted 

the movement to local issues, linking peasant and tribal grievances to the national 

struggle. 

 Kerala and Tamil Nadu: Protests, including the intense Mopillah revolt, showcased the 

widespread discontent against British rule. 

The movement saw unprecedented mass participation from various sections of society—

peasants, workers, students, teachers, and women—demonstrating its mass appeal and the 

effectiveness of non-violent resistance. 

Withdrawal and Challenges 

Despite its widespread impact, the Non-Cooperation Movement was abruptly called off by 

Gandhi in February 1922, following the Chauri Chaura incident, where a violent mob set fire 

to a police station, killing several policemen. Gandhi felt that the incident violated the core 

principle of non-violence, leading to the movement's suspension. Other reasons for the 

withdrawal included: 
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 Loss of Relevance of the Khilafat Issue: The abolition of the Ottoman Caliphate in 

1922 undermined one of the movement's key causes. 

 Rise of Militancy and Class Struggle: The movement's later stages saw increased 

militancy and a shift towards class-based demands, which conflicted with Gandhi's vision 

of a controlled mass movement involving all classes. 

 Government Repression: The British responded with harsh measures—banning public 

meetings, declaring volunteer groups illegal, and arresting Congress leaders—which 

weakened the movement's momentum. 

Significance and Legacy 

Though it did not achieve its immediate goal of Swaraj, the Non-Cooperation Movement was 

significant in many ways: 

 Mass Mobilization and Political Awakening: It was the first time that the Indian 

National Congress abandoned constitutional methods for mass action, shaking the British 

establishment and creating widespread political consciousness. 

 Hindu-Muslim Unity: The movement forged unprecedented unity between Hindus and 

Muslims, setting a foundation for secular politics in India. 

 Introduction of Social Issues: The movement brought issues like untouchability and 

caste discrimination into the national discourse, establishing Gandhi as a leader for social 

justice. 

 Foundation for Future Movements: The experience and momentum from the Non-

Cooperation Movement paved the way for subsequent movements like the Civil 

Disobedience Movement and the Quit India Movement. 

Limitations 

Despite its successes, the Non-Cooperation Movement faced several limitations: 

 Limited Rural Reach: The movement had substantial urban support but failed to fully 

penetrate rural areas, where awareness and participation were limited. 

 Lack of a Clear Roadmap: There was no well-defined plan beyond non-cooperation for 

achieving independence or addressing broader socio-economic issues. 

 Ideological Differences: Divergences in strategies, particularly regarding the boycott of 

legislative councils, led to fragmentation within the movement. 

Conclusion 

The Non-Cooperation Movement, launched under Gandhi's visionary leadership, was a defining 

chapter in India's journey toward independence. It demonstrated the power of mass mobilization 

and non-violent resistance, leaving a lasting legacy on the Indian psyche and political landscape. 

By uniting diverse sections of society and fostering a sense of national identity, the movement 

laid the groundwork for India's eventual freedom and established Mahatma Gandhi as a pivotal 

figure in Indian history. Through its successes and challenges, the Non-Cooperation Movement 
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remains a testament to the resilience and determination of the Indian people in their quest for 

self-rule. 

One Marks question answer  

1. When was the Non-Cooperation Movement launched? 

Answer: The Non-Cooperation Movement was launched on 5th September 1920. 

2. Who initiated the Non-Cooperation Movement? 

Answer: Mahatma Gandhi initiated the Non-Cooperation Movement. 

3. What were the immediate causes of the Non-Cooperation Movement? 

Answer: The Rowlatt Act (1919) and the Jallianwala Bagh Massacre (1919) were the 

immediate causes. 

4. In which session of the Indian National Congress (INC) was the Non-Cooperation 

Movement approved? 

Answer: The Non-Cooperation Movement was approved at the Calcutta Session of 

Congress in September 1920. 

5. When and where was the Non-Cooperation Movement formally endorsed by Congress? 

Answer: It was formally endorsed in the Nagpur Session of Congress in December 1920. 

6. What was the primary objective of the Non-Cooperation Movement? 

Answer: The primary objective was to achieve Swaraj (self-rule) through non-violent 

means. 

7. What major incident led to the withdrawal of the Non-Cooperation Movement? 

Answer: The Chauri Chaura Incident (February 1922) in Uttar Pradesh led to its 

withdrawal. 

8. Who were the leaders of the Khilafat Movement that aligned with the Non-Cooperation 

Movement? 

Answer: The leaders of the Khilafat Movement were Maulana Mohammed Ali and 

Maulana Shaukat Ali. 

9. What were the main forms of protest in the Non-Cooperation Movement? 

Answer: The main forms included boycotting British goods, schools, and courts, 

promoting Swadeshi and Khadi, and surrendering titles. 

10. Which educational institutions were established during the Non-Cooperation Movement? 

Answer: Institutions like Kashi Vidyapeeth, Bihar Vidyapeeth, and Jamia Millia Islamia 

were established. 

11. What fund was launched by Gandhi to support the Non-Cooperation Movement? 

Answer: The Tilak Swaraj Fund, aiming to collect ₹1 crore, was launched. 

12. What principle was central to the Non-Cooperation Movement? 

Answer: The principle of Ahimsa (non-violence) was central to the movement. 

13. What year was the Chauri Chaura Incident, leading to the withdrawal of the movement? 

Answer: The Chauri Chaura Incident occurred in 1922. 

14. Who was a prominent leader of the Non-Cooperation Movement in Gujarat? 

Answer: Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel was a prominent leader. 

15. Which Indian province witnessed the Bijolia Peasant Movement during the Non-

Cooperation Movement? 

Answer: The Bijolia Peasant Movement occurred in Rajasthan. 
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16. What role did women play in the Non-Cooperation Movement? 

Answer: Women actively participated, particularly in boycotting foreign goods and 

promoting Khadi. 

17. Which movement was inspired by the success of the Non-Cooperation Movement? 

Answer: The Civil Disobedience Movement. 

18. What did the movement signify in Indian politics? 

Answer: It marked the shift from elite-dominated politics to mass-based politics. 

19. When did the Jallianwala Bagh Massacre occur? 

Answer: The Jallianwala Bagh Massacre occurred on 13th April 1919. 

20. Where did the Jallianwala Bagh Massacre take place? 

Answer: It took place in Amritsar, Punjab. 

21. Who was the British officer responsible for the Jallianwala Bagh Massacre? 

Answer: General Reginald Dyer was responsible. 

22. What was the primary reason people gathered at Jallianwala Bagh on 13th April 1919? 

Answer: They gathered to protest against the Rowlatt Act and to celebrate the Punjabi 

festival of Baisakhi. 

23. Approximately how many people were killed in the Jallianwala Bagh Massacre? 

Answer: Around 379 people were officially reported dead (though the actual number is 

believed to be much higher). 

24. What significant political response followed the Jallianwala Bagh Massacre? 

Answer: Rabindranath Tagore renounced his Knighthood, and Mahatma Gandhi launched 

the Non-Cooperation Movement in response. 

25. Which commission investigated the Jallianwala Bagh Massacre? 

Answer: The Hunter Commission was set up to investigate the massacre. 

26. What infamous term is associated with General Dyer for his actions in Jallianwala Bagh? 

Answer: He is referred to as the "Butcher of Amritsar." 

27. When was the Rowlatt Act passed? 

Answer: The Rowlatt Act was passed in March 1919. 

28. What was the official name of the Rowlatt Act? 

Answer: The official name was the Anarchical and Revolutionary Crimes Act, 1919. 

29. Why was the Rowlatt Act opposed by Indians? 

Answer: It allowed arrest and detention without trial and curtailed civil liberties. 

30. Who led the protest against the Rowlatt Act? 

Answer: Mahatma Gandhi led the protest through a nationwide Satyagraha. 

31. What was the main objective of the Rowlatt Act? 

Answer: To suppress revolutionary activities and nationalistic movements in India. 

32. Which event was declared in protest against the Rowlatt Act? 

Answer: 6th April 1919 was declared a nationwide hartal. 

33. What was the Khilafat Movement? 

Answer: It was a movement launched by Indian Muslims to protest against the 

dismantling of the Ottoman Caliphate after World War I. 

34. Who were the prominent leaders of the Khilafat Movement? 

Answer: Maulana Mohammed Ali and Maulana Shaukat Ali, also known as the Ali 

Brothers. 

35. When was the Khilafat Movement launched? 

Answer: The movement began in 1919. 
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36. What was Mahatma Gandhi’s role in the Khilafat Movement? 

Answer: Gandhi supported the movement and merged it with the Non-Cooperation 

Movement to unite Hindus and Muslims. 

37. What caused the Khilafat Movement to lose its relevance? 

Answer: The abolition of the Caliphate by Mustafa Kemal Atatürk in 1924. 

38. What was the main aim of the Khilafat Movement? 

Answer: To restore the Ottoman Caliph as the leader of the Muslim world. 

39. When was the Swaraj Party established? 

Answer: The Swaraj Party was established in January 1923. 

40. Who were the founders of the Swaraj Party? 

Answer: Chittaranjan Das (C.R. Das) and Motilal Nehru. 

41. What was the primary objective of the Swaraj Party? 

Answer: To enter the legislative councils and obstruct colonial policies from within. 

42. What event led to the formation of the Swaraj Party? 

Answer: The withdrawal of the Non-Cooperation Movement after the Chauri Chaura 

incident in 1922. 

43. What was the significance of the Swaraj Party in Indian politics? 

Answer: It marked the beginning of parliamentary politics as a method to challenge 

colonial rule. 

44. Why did the Swaraj Party decline? 

Answer: Internal divisions and lack of a unified strategy led to its decline by the late 

1920s. 
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