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🎤
INTERVIEW ANGLE

"Nehru warned against his own deification in 1937 and Ambedkar warned against Bhakti in
politics in 1949, yet both were themselves towering, adored leaders on whom the infant republic
depended to hold together. Is popular, charismatic leadership compatible with democratic
institution-building, or does the line between the two only become visible in hindsight, once the
institutions have already bent?"

Every fact web-verified against primary sources

THE LIFT LINE

A republic’s checks do not usually get abolished. They get abandoned, one citizen at a time, by people who

decide the leader they love should not have to answer to them.

WHY THIS EDITORIAL MATTERS FOR YOUR EXAM

This editorial draws on two of the most citable documents in the UPSC syllabus for institutions and ethics:

Jawaharlal Nehru’s anonymous 1937 self-warning against dictatorship, and Dr B.R. Ambedkar’s final address

to the Constituent Assembly on 25 November 1949, delivered a day before the Constitution itself was adopted.

Both are frequently misquoted or half-remembered in Mains answers, which makes precision here worth

marks on its own.

The deeper value is analytical rather than just factual. The piece supplies a transferable diagnostic,

distinguishing genuine popular leadership from the slower, citizen-driven substitution of personal loyalty for

institutional trust, that applies equally to GS2 questions on the functioning of institutions and GS4 case

studies on probity, integrity and political ethics in public life.

GS Paper 2: Functioning of institutions, structure and organisation of the executive, judiciary and

legislature; role of civil society, pressure groups and the media; important aspects of governance, transparency

and accountability.

We Want No Caesars: Nehru, Ambedkar andWe Want No Caesars: Nehru, Ambedkar and
the Slow Erosion of Institutional Trustthe Slow Erosion of Institutional Trust
📰 The Hindu 11 August 2026 GS2 GS4

Written by Bharat Choudhary, UPSC Educator · ✓ Fact-checked against primary sources
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GS Paper 4: Probity in governance; philosophical basis of governance and probity; political ethics;

contributions of moral thinkers, in this case Ambedkar, to the ethics of public life.

CONCEPT MEANING WHY IT IS TESTABLE

Bhakti in politics Ambedkar’s term for devotion or hero-worship,

legitimate in religious life, transplanted into the political

domain

The core testable idea from his

last Constituent Assembly

speech

Grammar of

Anarchy

Ambedkar’s separate warning, in the same speech,

against continuing civil disobedience and satyagraha

after a constitutional government exists

Frequently confused with the

Bhakti warning; UPSC tests the

distinction

Charismatic

authority

Max Weber’s category of legitimate authority resting on

a leader’s perceived exceptional qualities, contrasted

with legal-rational authority resting on office and rule

Standard comparative political

theory anchor for institutions

questions

Routinisation of

charisma

Weber’s idea that charismatic authority must be

converted into stable institutional form to outlive the

individual leader

Explains why undemocratic

personality cults are structurally

unstable long-term

Cult of

personality

Cultivation of an idealised public image of a leader

through propaganda, sycophancy and suppression of

dissent

Useful contrast term

distinguishing popularity from

institutional capture

Constitutional

morality

Ambedkar’s related concept, developed elsewhere in his

writing, of a disciplined commitment to constitutional

processes even when personally inconvenient

The positive counterpart to the

Bhakti warning, often paired in

Mains answers

Probity in public

life

The GS4 value requiring public functionaries and

citizens alike to keep institutional bounds prior to

personal loyalty

The ethics-paper anchor for this

entire theme

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

In November 1937, Jawaharlal Nehru, then serving his third term as president of the Indian National

Congress, wrote an anonymous article titled “The Rashtrapati” under the pseudonym “Chanakya” for the

Modern Review of Calcutta, edited by Ramananda Chattopadhyay. The essay opened with the line

“Rashtrapati Jawaharlal ki Jai” and proceeded, in the third person, to draw an unsparing psychological profile

of its own author: “And yet he has all the makings of a dictator in him, vast popularity, a strong will directed to

a well-defined purpose, energy, pride, organisational capacity, ability, hardness, and, with all his love of the

crowd, an intolerance of others and a certain contempt for the weak and the inefficient.” The essay warned

that “men like Jawaharlal, with all their capacity for great and good work, are unsafe in democracy” and closed
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with the now-famous line, “We want no Caesars.” It was only established later, once Nehru’s own papers were

examined, that “Chanakya” was Nehru himself, writing pseudonymously to caution the Congress and the

country against converting his personal popularity into an unaccountable claim on power.

Twelve years later, on 25 November 1949, one day before the Constituent Assembly formally adopted the

Constitution of India on 26 November 1949, Dr B.R. Ambedkar, Chairman of the Drafting

Committee, delivered his final address to the Assembly. Alongside a caution against continuing the methods

of civil disobedience and satyagraha once a constitutional government existed, which he termed the

“Grammar of Anarchy,” Ambedkar warned separately and explicitly against Bhakti entering politics:

“Bhakti in religion may be a road to the salvation of the soul. But in politics, Bhakti or hero-worship is a sure

road to degradation and to eventual dictatorship.” He grounded the warning in John Stuart Mill’s caution

that citizens must not lay their liberties at the feet of even a great and trusted man, however deserving of

confidence he may currently appear. The Constitution came into force on 26 January 1950, and 25

November is now observed, since 2015, in the run-up to Constitution Day (Samvidhan Diwas) on 26

November.

THE ANALYSIS

1. The mechanism described is incremental, not a coup. Neither Nehru’s nor Ambedkar’s warning

describes a sudden authoritarian seizure of power. Ambedkar’s phrase, “a sure road to degradation,” names a

process: a slow substitution of institutional scrutiny with personal deference. Formal structures, courts,

Parliament, a free press, need not be dismantled for this decay to set in; they only need to stop being used,

because citizens have stopped believing they should be used against someone they admire. This is precisely

why the danger is easy to miss while it is happening and obvious only once the institutions have already

hollowed out.

2. Nehru’s self-directed warning breaks the assumption that a cult requires a willing or

ambitious leader. Because “The Rashtrapati” targeted its own anonymous author, it demonstrates that the

object of a personality cult need not consent to it, and may actively resist it, and the cult can still form, because

it is assembled by followers’ own need for a singular, trusted figure, not solely manufactured by a leader’s self-

promotion. The practical implication for a modern diagnostic is important: leader intent is not a reliable test

for whether a cult of personality is forming around them. Citizen behaviour is the more reliable signal.

3. Bhakti, as Ambedkar used the term, names a specifically Indian risk factor rather than a

universal one. He located the danger in Indian political culture’s borrowing of a devotional register,

legitimate and even valorised in the relationship between a devotee and a guru or deity, into a domain where

unconditional devotion is structurally corrosive, because political authority is meant to remain conditional,

contestable and time-bound. A citizen’s devotion to a deity does not require the deity to answer questions in

Parliament. A citizen’s devotion to a leader, transplanted from that same idiom, tends to produce exactly that

expectation of exemption.
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4. Popularity and institutional erosion are not the same thing, and conflating them produces

bad diagnosis. A leader can be genuinely, overwhelmingly popular, command real democratic mandates,

communicate effectively, without institutions eroding at all, provided the channels of accountability,

parliamentary questioning, judicial review, a free press, internal party democracy, continue to function and

are seen by citizens as legitimate independent of whether they inconvenience that popular leader. The erosion

Ambedkar warned against begins at a specific, identifiable point: when citizens start treating an institutional

check on a beloved leader as illegitimate interference rather than as the system doing its ordinary work.

5. Max Weber’s typology of authority supplies the comparative theoretical anchor. Weber

distinguished traditional authority, resting on custom; legal-rational authority, resting on obedience to an

office and its codified rules; and charismatic authority, resting on the perceived extraordinary qualities of an

individual. Constitutional democracies are built on legal-rational authority. Charismatic authority is

inherently unstable, because it depends entirely on one person’s perceived exceptionality, and Weber argued it

must undergo “routinisation,” conversion into durable institutional or legal form, to outlive that individual. A

republic that never completes this routinisation, that keeps re-anchoring its legitimacy in a person rather than

a process, remains permanently exposed to exactly the transfer Ambedkar described, regardless of which

individual currently occupies the position of trust.

6. The diagnostic Ambedkar’s warning supplies is falsifiable and applies to any moment, not to

one leader or party. The test is: when institutional actors, courts, the opposition, the press, statutory

auditors, criticise or check a popular leader, does the public response defend the institution’s right to perform

that check, or does it treat the institution as suspect for having exercised it? The direction of that reflex,

tracked over time and observable in how citizens, and eventually civil servants, respond to inconvenient

scrutiny, is the operative signal, not the leader’s approval rating.
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DATA AND INSTITUTIONS VAULT

PRELIMS-GRADE FACTS:

WATCH THE TRAP: DO NOT ATTRIBUTE THE LINE “WE WANT NO CAESARS” TO A RIVAL ATTACKING

NEHRU; IT IS NEHRU’S OWN SELF-AUTHORED, ANONYMOUSLY PUBLISHED WARNING ABOUT

HIMSELF. EQUALLY, DO NOT CONFLATE AMBEDKAR’S “GRAMMAR OF ANARCHY” WARNING, ABOUT

THE CONTINUED USE OF SATYAGRAHA AS A METHOD ONCE A CONSTITUTIONAL GOVERNMENT

EXISTS, WITH HIS SEPARATE BHAKTI WARNING, ABOUT HERO-WORSHIP AS A MODE OF POLITICAL

LOYALTY. BOTH APPEAR IN THE SAME SPEECH, ON THE SAME DAY, BUT THEY ADDRESS TWO

DIFFERENT FAILURE MODES, ONE ABOUT METHOD OF DISSENT, THE OTHER ABOUT THE

PSYCHOLOGY OF LOYALTY, AND EXAMINERS TEST THE DISTINCTION DIRECTLY.

THE DEBATE

Argument FOR charismatic, popular leadership. Leaders with a strong personal following can

mobilise citizens who would otherwise remain politically disengaged, communicate the urgency of reform in

ways institutions rarely can on their own, and in societies with a weak or newly formed institutional

inheritance, a widely trusted figure can be what first establishes the state’s legitimacy before institutions are

routinised to carry it forward independently. Nehru and Ambedkar were themselves towering, personally

trusted figures, and the republic’s survival through its first fragile decade owed something to precisely that

trust. A politics purged entirely of personal appeal risks a different failure, technocratic drift and civic apathy,

that is corrosive to democracy from the opposite direction.

“The Rashtrapati”, authored anonymously by Jawaharlal Nehru under the pseudonym “Chanakya”,
published in the Modern Review of Calcutta, November 1937; editor Ramananda Chattopadhyay

Nehru was serving his third term as Indian National Congress president when the essay appeared

The essay opens “Rashtrapati Jawaharlal ki Jai” and closes on the line “We want no Caesars”

Dr B.R. Ambedkar, Chairman of the Drafting Committee, delivered his final address to the
Constituent Assembly on 25 November 1949, one day before the Constitution of India was adopted
on 26 November 1949

The same 25 November 1949 speech contains three distinct warnings: against the “Grammar of
Anarchy” (continuing civil disobedience and satyagraha after a constitutional government exists),
against Bhakti or hero-worship in politics, and for completing political democracy with social
democracy

Ambedkar’s Bhakti warning explicitly cites John Stuart Mill’s caution against citizens laying their
liberties at the feet of even a great and trusted man

The Constitution of India came into force on 26 January 1950; 25 November is observed, since 2015,
in the lead-up to Constitution Day (Samvidhan Diwas) on 26 November

UPSC & STATE PCS CURRENT AFFAIRS ujiyari.com ↗

We Want No Caesars: Nehru, Ambedkar and the Slow Erosion of Institutional Trust 6 / 13

https://ujiyari.com/vocab/conflate/
https://ujiyari.com/


Argument AGAINST allowing personal loyalty to substitute for institutional trust. Personal

loyalty operates on faith rather than evidence and structurally resists correction in a way institutional

accountability does not. Ambedkar’s underlying claim was that Bhakti-driven politics inverts constitutional

logic: instead of citizens evaluating whether an institution’s check on the leader is justified, they evaluate

whether the check is loyal, and any institutional criticism gets reframed as an attack on a shared identification

with the leader. This produces a self-reinforcing spiral in which dissent becomes socially costly well before any

authoritarian law is needed to suppress it; the suppression is delivered by citizens against each other, and

against the institutions themselves.

Balanced verdict. The two positions are reconciled once “charismatic” and “anti-institutional” are treated as

separable rather than synonymous. Charisma used to build participation, communicate reform and, where

needed, establish a state’s initial legitimacy is compatible with a healthy republic. Charisma used, or allowed

by citizens, to insulate a leader from institutional scrutiny is what Ambedkar’s warning specifically targets. The

operative test is not the leader’s popularity but whether institutional criticism of that leader remains socially

legitimate. A republic can have adored leaders and strong institutions simultaneously; what it cannot have is

adoration that makes institutional accountability feel like betrayal.

HOW TO THINK ABOUT THIS

The transferable pattern here is: do not measure a democracy’s health by how popular its leaders

are; measure it by whether institutional criticism of a popular leader still counts, socially, as

legitimate.

This reframes several recurring UPSC themes. In judicial independence debates, the diagnostic question is not

whether courts occasionally rule against the government, every functioning judiciary does, but whether such

rulings are received by citizens as courts doing their job or delegitimised as obstruction. In debates on a strong

opposition, the question is whether a vigorous opposition is treated as a constitutional necessity the system

requires to function, or as a luxury “the nation cannot afford” during a moment of strong leadership. In

bureaucratic ethics, the question is whether a civil servant who gives frank, unwelcome advice bears a social or

career cost for that candour, or whether such candour remains a normalised, expected part of the office, which

is precisely the probity concern GS4 tests through case studies on political neutrality and courage of

conviction.
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DIAGRAM-IN-WORDS

How institutional trust converts into institutional capture

Institutional accountability
Courts, Parliament, press and audit check the leader as a matter of routine

Personal loyalty substitutes
Citizens begin treating checks on the leader as attacks on the leader

Checks lose social sanction
Institutions still exist on paper, but scrutiny now costs the institution legitimacy

Institutional capture
Formal structures remain; informal deference to the person replaces their function

the warning

Nehru 1937 and Ambedkar 1949
legitimacy must stay anchored in the office, not routed through the person

Institutional erosion runs through personal loyalty substituting for institutional trust, which strips checks

of their social sanction well before any formal structure is dismantled; Nehru’s and Ambedkar’s warnings
mark the point at which this reversal must be caught.
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TAKEAWAY BOX

A republic’s checks fail not when they are abolished, but when citizens stop being willing to use them against

someone they love.

Nehru’s “The Rashtrapati”, pseudonym “Chanakya”, Modern Review, November 1937, closing line

“We want no Caesars”; Ambedkar’s final Constituent Assembly address, 25 November 1949, one day

before the Constitution’s adoption on 26 November 1949; the speech’s three warnings, Grammar of

Anarchy, Bhakti in politics, and the need for social democracy; Ambedkar’s citation of John Stuart

Mill; Constitution in force from 26 January 1950; 25 November now marks the run-up to Constitution

Day.

A civil servant is asked, informally, to publicly praise a minister’s decision beyond what the servant believes

the facts support, with the implicit understanding that declining will be read as disloyalty rather than as

professional candour. This is the administrative mirror of Ambedkar’s warning: institutional roles are

meant to answer to evidence and procedure, not to personal deference, and probity requires the officer to

distinguish legitimate political direction from a demand for Bhakti dressed up as loyalty. Link this to

political neutrality, courage of conviction, and the distinction between accountability to the office one serves

and obedience to the person occupying it.

UPSC has repeatedly examined Ambedkar’s contribution to constitutional morality and the philosophical

basis of Indian democracy under GS4’s moral thinkers theme, and has separately tested the functioning of

institutions, checks and balances, and the health of parliamentary accountability under GS2. This editorial

is unusual in offering a single, well-documented historical pairing, Nehru warning against himself and

Ambedkar warning the Assembly, that lets an answer connect both papers without straining the link.

“Bhakti in politics is a sure road to degradation and to eventual dictatorship” (Ambedkar, 1949). Examine

this observation with reference to the distinction between popular democratic leadership and the erosion of

institutional accountability. (150 words)

Sources: The Hindu, PIB

Source: We Want No Caesars: Nehru, Ambedkar and the Slow Erosion of Institutional Trust — Ujiyari.com | Free

UPSC & State PCS Editorial Analysis
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K E Y  A R G U M E N T S  A T  A  G L A N C E

✓ SUPPORTING

⚠ COUNTER

Charismatic leadership can also strengthen democratic mandates, mobilise citizens who would
otherwise remain politically disengaged, and is not inherently anti-institutional; in societies
with a weak institutional inheritance, a strong popular figure can even be what first establishes
the legitimacy institutions later formalise.

→ WAY FORWARD

Treat charisma as a legitimate instrument of democratic communication while training scrutiny
on a single diagnostic question: when institutions check the popular leader, is that check
defended as the system working, or delegitimised as disloyalty? That reflex, tracked over time
in press freedom, judicial deference and internal party democracy, is a more reliable early-
warning signal than the leader’s popularity level itself.

Republics erode not through a sudden authoritarian seizure but
through an incremental, citizen-driven transfer of trust and loyalty

from institutions to individual leaders, a danger both Nehru in
1937 and Ambedkar in 1949 warned against from within the

freedom movement itself.

Institutional accountability depends on citizens directing loyalty at offices and processes
rather than at persons; when that inverts, formal checks can remain fully intact on paper
while losing the social sanction that makes them usable in practice.

Nehru’s anonymously self-directed 1937 warning shows that a personality cult does not
require the leader’s consent or intent; it is supplied by followers’ psychological need for a
singular figure of trust, which means leader intent is not a reliable test for whether a cult is
forming.

Ambedkar identified Bhakti, a register of unconditional devotion legitimate in Indian
religious life, as a distinctive risk when transplanted into politics, because political authority
is meant to be conditional, contestable and time-bound in a way religious devotion is not.
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✍️ MAINS ANSWER FRAMEWORK

QUESTION

Discuss, with reference to Ambedkar's Constituent Assembly warning that "Bhakti in politics is a sure

road to degradation and to eventual dictatorship," how the substitution of personal loyalty for
institutional trust threatens democratic functioning. (250 words)

INTRODUCTION

Constitutional democracies rest on legal-rational authority, obedience owed to an office and its rules
rather than to the individual occupying it. Jawaharlal Nehru’s anonymous 1937 self-warning in the Modern

Review and Dr B.R. Ambedkar’s final address to the Constituent Assembly on 25 November 1949 both
identified the danger of that foundation being displaced by personal devotion, a danger neither treated as

hypothetical for a newly independent republic.

BODY

Ambedkar’s formulation is precise: Bhakti in religion is a legitimate route to salvation, but Bhakti in politics
is a road to degradation and eventual dictatorship, because it substitutes unconditional personal loyalty for

the conditional, revisable trust institutions require to function. The mechanism is gradual rather than
sudden.

Formal checks, courts, Parliament, audit bodies, a free press, need not be abolished for this erosion to
occur; they only need to stop being seen by citizens as legitimate when they inconvenience a beloved

leader. At that point, institutional criticism is reframed as disloyalty, scrutiny becomes socially costly rather
than routine, and the institution survives in form while losing its function.
Nehru’s own case complicates any simple leader-centred account: he authored the warning about himself,

anonymously, which shows the cult is assembled by followers’ demand for a singular saviour figure as
much as by any leader’s ambition. The corrective, consistent with Ambedkar’s own later insistence on

constitutional morality, is not to suppress popular leadership but to keep legitimacy anchored in the office
and routinised into institutional form rather than perpetually re-anchored in a person.

CONCLUSION

The test for a healthy republic is therefore not whether it produces popular leaders, every functioning
democracy does, but whether institutional criticism of a popular leader remains socially legitimate. Where
that reflex survives, charisma strengthens democracy; where it does not, the institutions that remain are

hollowed shells waiting for a person, rather than a process, to fill them.
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