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WHAT IS NON COOPERATION MOVEMENT: A
DEFINITIVE GUIDE TO INDIA’S FIRST MASS STRUGGLE

The Non Cooperation Movement stands as one of the most
pivotal  chapters  in  the  history  of  India’s  struggle  for
independence. Launched in 1920 under the visionary leadership
of Mahatma Gandhi, this movement marked a decisive shift from
the politics of petitions and prayers to a mass-based, nonviolent
resistance  against  British  colonial  rule.  But  what  is  Non
Cooperation Movement in its full historical and philosophical
context?  At  its  core,  it  was  a  strategic,  peaceful  refusal  to
cooperate with the British administration—an act  of  collective
civil  disobedience aimed at paralysing the colonial  machinery.
This article delves deep into the origins, objectives, methods, key
events, and lasting legacy of this monumental campaign, offering
a thorough understanding for students, history enthusiasts, and
anyone curious about India’s path to freedom.

Historical Background: Why
Did the Non Cooperation
Movement Emerge?
To fully grasp what is Non Cooperation Movement, one must
first  understand  the  political  and  social  climate  of  India  in  the
aftermath of World War I. The British government had promised
constitutional reforms in exchange for India’s wartime support,
but instead delivered the repressive Rowlatt Act of 1919, which
allowed for the arrest of Indians without trial. The subsequent
Jallianwala  Bagh  massacre  in  Amritsar,  where  hundreds  of
unarmed civilians were gunned down, shattered any remaining
trust in British justice.
Furthermore, the Montagu-Chelmsford Reforms of 1919 fell far
short  of  Indian  expectations,  offering  only  limited  self-
governance. The Indian National Congress, under the leadership
of moderates like Gopal Krishna Gokhale and extremists like Bal
Gangadhar  Ti lak,  had  long  sought  greater  pol i t ical
representation. However, it was Mahatma Gandhi who realised
that the time had come for a more potent form of protest—one

https://web1.enteraskincare.com/


2

2 What Is Non Cooperation Movement 2024-12-23

that  involved  the  masses  directly  and  struck  at  the  very
legitimacy of British rule.

What Was the Non
Cooperation Movement?
Core Philosophy and
Objectives
When  historians  and  educators  explain  what  is  Non
Cooperation  Movement,  they  emphasise  its  foundation  in
Gandhian  philosophy  of  ahimsa  (nonviolence)  and  satyagraha
(truth-force).  Gandhi  believed  that  British  rule  survived  only
because Indians willingly cooperated with it—in government jobs,
courts, schools, and legislatures. Withdraw that cooperation, and
the colonial edifice would collapse without a single shot fired.
The primary objectives of the movement were threefold:

Redress of specific injustices: To seek justice for the
Punjab wrongs (Jallianwala Bagh massacre) and the Khilafat
issue, which concerned the fate of the Ottoman Caliphate
that Indian Muslims considered a religious matter.
Attainment of Swaraj: To achieve self-rule, initially
envisioned as complete autonomy within the British Empire
if possible, but later evolving into full independence.
Empowerment through non-cooperation: To build

Indian self-reliance by boycotting British goods, institutions,
and honours.

The Key Phases of the Non
Cooperation Movement
Understanding  what  is  Non  Cooperation  Movement  also
requires a look at its chronological progression. The movement
unfolded in several distinct stages:

THE PRELIMINARY STAGE: THE SATYAGRAHA PLEDGE

In early 1920, Gandhi called for a nationwide non-cooperation
campaign through his newspapers Young India  and Navajivan.
The Congress session at Calcutta in September 1920 endorsed
the  movement,  and  the  Nagpur  session  in  December  1920
formally approved the plan. Volunteers took a solemn pledge to
withdraw cooperation from the British government.

THE MASS MOBILISATION PHASE

From  January  1921,  the  movement  gained  extraordinary
momentum. Students left  government schools and colleges in
droves. Lawyers, including the iconic Chittaranjan Das and Motilal
Nehru,  gave  up  lucrative  practices.  People  boycotted  British
goods, burned foreign cloth, and began using khadi (homespun
fabric) as a symbol of self-reliance. The message of what is Non
Cooperation Movement spread from cities to villages, uniting
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Indians across class, caste, and religion.

THE HIGH TIDE: MASS PARTICIPATION AND ECONOMIC
DISRUPTION

The movement  reached its  peak in  mid-1921.  British  imports
plummeted, and colonial institutions struggled to function. Over
30,000  students  left  government-aided  schools.  Hundreds  of
lawyers  gave  up  their  practices.  The  Khilafat  issue  brought
Hindus and Muslims together on a common platform. Gandhi’s
call  for  non-cooperation  resonated  deeply  because  it  offered
every  Indian  a  dignified  and  peaceful  way  to  resist  injustice.

Key Events and Turning
Points
To answer what is Non Cooperation Movement in detail, one
must highlight the critical events that shaped its trajectory:

The Khilafat Committee’s Support: The movement
gained a powerful ally when the All India Khilafat
Committee, led by the Ali brothers (Mohammad Ali and
Shaukat Ali), joined hands with the Congress.
The Prince of Wales’s Visit (November 1921): Across
India, the Prince’s visit was met with hartals (strikes) and
peaceful protests, demonstrating the movement’s
organisational strength.
The Chauri Chaura Tragedy (February 1922): In the

village of Chauri Chaura, Uttar Pradesh, a violent clash
erupted between protesters and police, resulting in the
deaths of 22 policemen who were burned alive inside a
police station. This incident proved to be the movement’s
downfall.

Why Did Gandhi Call Off the
Non Cooperation
Movement?
Perhaps the most debated aspect of what is Non Cooperation
Movement  is  its  abrupt  suspension.  Gandhi  was  deeply
distressed by the violence at Chauri Chaura. He believed that the
movement  had  not  yet  sufficiently  instilled  the  discipline  of
nonviolence  in  its  participants.  Fearing  that  continued  mass
action would lead to more bloodshed and a spiral of retaliation,
he called off the entire campaign on February 12, 1922.
This decision shocked many leaders, including Jawaharlal Nehru
and Subhas Chandra Bose, who saw it as a setback. However,
Gandhi  remained  firm  in  his  conviction  that  the  means  were  as
important  as  the  ends.  To  him,  a  nonviolent  movement  that
degenerated into violence was worse than no movement at all.
This  principled  stand  remains  one  of  the  most  extraordinary
examples of moral leadership in modern political history.
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Impact and Significance of
the Non Cooperation
Movement
Even  though  the  movement  was  withdrawn,  its  impact  was
profound and lasting. When students today ask what is Non
Cooperation Movement,  they are taught that it transformed
the freedom struggle from an elite affair into a mass movement.
Here are its most significant contributions:

Mass Political Awakening: For the first time, millions of1.
ordinary Indians—peasants, workers, students, and
women—participated directly in the national movement.
Hindu-Muslim Unity: The Khilafat-Congress alliance2.
forged an unprecedented level of communal harmony,
though it was unfortunately short-lived.
Economic Nationalism: The boycotts gave a tremendous3.
boost to Indian industries, especially handloom textiles. The
swadeshi spirit became deeply embedded in Indian
consciousness.
Legitimacy of Nonviolence: The movement4.
demonstrated that nonviolent resistance could be a
powerful political weapon, inspiring future leaders like
Martin Luther King Jr. and Nelson Mandela.
Preparation for Future Struggles: The organisational5.
structures, volunteer networks, and nationalist sentiments

built during this period laid the groundwork for the Civil
Disobedience Movement (1930) and the Quit India
Movement (1942).

Criticisms and Limitations
A  balanced  understanding  of  what  is  Non  Cooperation
Movement  must  also  acknowledge  its  shortcomings.  Critics
argue that the movement was premature and poorly planned.
The sudden withdrawal after Chauri Chaura demoralised many
activists. Furthermore, the economic boycott, while symbolically
powerful, placed a heavy burden on the poor who lost livelihoods
dependent on British trade. The movement also failed to address
the  plight  of  the  lower  castes  and  landless  peasants  in  a
sustained manner.
Additionally,  the  Khilafat  issue,  which  was  central  to  the
movement’s appeal among Muslims, was a pan-Islamic concern
that  did  not  directly  relate  to  Indian independence.  After  the
abolition of the Caliphate by Mustafa Kemal Atatürk in 1924, the
communal unity fostered during the movement began to fray,
eventually leading to the painful legacy of communal politics.

The Legacy: What Does the
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Non Cooperation Movement
Mean Today?
More  than  a  century  later,  what  is  Non  Cooperation
Movement remains a powerful example of how ordinary people
can challenge unjust authority without resorting to violence. It
stands as a testament to the transformative power of collective
moral  courage.  In  an age where social  movements  are  often
digital  and  fleeting,  the  organisational  depth  and  sacrifice  of
millions  during  this  period  offer  timeless  lessons  in  civic
engagement  and  peaceful  resistance.
The  movement  also  established  Mahatma  Gandhi  as  the
undisputed leader of the Indian National Congress and a global
icon of nonviolent protest. It proved that the path to freedom
need not be paved with hatred, but with discipline, self-suffering,

and an unwavering commitment to truth.

Conclusion
In  answering  what  is  Non  Cooperation  Movement,  we
uncover  far  more  than  a  historical  event—we  discover  a
philosophy in action. Launched with audacity and withdrawn with
humility, the movement of 1920–22 was a crucible in which the
Indian nation forged its identity. It taught Indians that they held
the power to deny legitimacy to an oppressive system. It showed
that freedom was not a gift to be begged for, but a right to be
asserted. The Non Cooperation Movement may have ended on a
sombre note at Chauri Chaura, but it lit a flame that would never
be  extinguished,  guiding  India  steadily  toward  the  dawn  of
independence  on  August  15,  1947.  For  students  of  history,
activists,  and  seekers  of  justice  everywhere,  the  movement
endures as a profound lesson in the art of dignified resistance.


