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Best lessons are learnt through bitter experiences.
UPSC Civil Services Mains 2025 · Essay · 125 marks · Philosophical and ethical quotes

Philosophical and ethical quotes

Core demand of the question
• Stake: pain can teach; pain is not automatically wise

• Dimensions: person, public policy (failure as data), history, ethics of not romanticising
suffering

• Counter: some bitterness only scars

Revision summary
Guidance only.

• Scene: a first failure in office.

• Stake: bitterness teaches only when interpreted.

• Body: self, COVID/disasters, history, ethics.

Gandhi's experiments; Sen against famine-as-fate.

• Counter: some pain only wounds. Close on protocols.

Note
This is a map, not the full 1,000-1,200 word essay.

Anecdote
• A young officer's first flood posting: the boat comes late, a family is lost, the file is perfect.
That night teaches more than a week of circulars. "Best lessons are learnt through bitter
experiences" is true only if the bitterness is read, not worshipped.

Heading map

Unpack
• Lesson = revised action, not a quote in a diary.

• Bitter = failure, humiliation, loss, public shame.

• Best ≠ only. Books and other people's scars also teach.

Quote to earn: Aeschylus - "we suffer into truth" (often cited thus). Gandhi - My Experiments
with Truth: error as method. Tagore - do not make a cult of suffering.

Person
• Addiction, exam failure, a broken trust: the lesson is a new rule of life.

• Risk: trauma without reflection = repetition.

Institutions
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• Fact peg: COVID-19 exposed health-capacity gaps; subsequent vaccine manufacturing and
digital certificates were lessons if retained.

• Banking NPAs, a collapsed bridge, a stampede: inquiry as institutional bitter lesson.

• Disaster management after Odisha super-cyclone practice: bitterness that built drills.

History
• Partition's bitterness taught, imperfectly, the cost of majoritarianism.

• Wars of 1962 vs later mountain infrastructure - lesson delayed is lesson taxed.

Ethics
• Do not tell the hungry that their hunger is a "lesson". The state's job is to spare avoidable
bitterness.

• Sen - famines as failures of entitlement, not nature's classroom.

Counter
Privilege often learns from books; the poor pay tuition in grief. A just order reduces bitter
classrooms and still keeps humility after failure.

Last paragraph
• Close: keep a notebook of failures, not an altar to pain. Policy should convert bitterness into
protocol. Expand each heading; this is only the spine.

Facts & figures

Gandhi
Experiments with Truth: treat error as data, not as identity.

Amartya Sen
Famine as entitlement failure - bitterness that should have been unnecessary.

COVID-19
A national bitter classroom: public health capacity, migrant workers, vaccine science - retain the
lesson.

National Disaster Management Authority (NDMA)
Disaster architecture after repeated cyclones and quakes: drills as institutional memory.
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