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Interpretation of Quotes - 01 

Interpreting quotations from great thinkers to involves a structured approach that moves 
from understanding the original intent to applying its core wisdom to contemporary life. 
 

Steps of Interpretation and Application of Quotes 
 

• Identify (Understand) the Original Context: Research the author, the historical 
period, and the circumstances in which the quote was made. This reveals the 
author's original intention and the specific problem they were addressing. 

 

• Analyse Key Words and Identify the Core Idea: Break down the quote into key 
concepts and determine its essence. Consider both the literal and figurative 
meanings of the words. Strip away archaic language or specific historical 
references to find the universal, underlying principle. Focus on key nouns, verbs, 
and philosophical concepts (e.g., justice, power, ethics, happiness). 

 

• Bridge to Modern Values: Acknowledge and set aside any elements that conflict 
with modern ethical standards (e.g., historical biases). Focus on the universal, 
timeless principles that remain relevant. 

 

• Connect to Contemporary Issues: Relate the core message to current events, 
personal experiences, or modern challenges in various fields like technology, 
politics, or personal well-being. Explain where and how the quote's wisdom 
applies today, emphasizing its practical implications. 

 

• Formulate a New Interpretation with Example: Express the reinterpreted 
meaning in your own words and support it with a specific, modern example to 
illustrate its practical application. 
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Quote 01 
"Be the change that you wish to see in the world." (Mahatma Gandhi) 
 

Meaning of the Quotation 
The quotation, often attributed to Mahatma Gandhi, "Be the change that you wish to see 
in the world," means that individuals should lead by example and personally embody the 
values and actions they want to see more of in society, rather than waiting for others to 
take the initiative or complaining about the status quo. The core message is one of 
personal responsibility and the power of individual action to inspire broader, collective 
change.  
 

In the Contemporary Context 
In the modern world, this quote addresses a common feeling of helplessness when 
facing large-scale issues like climate change, social injustice, or political polarization. It 
conveys that while one person may not solve a global problem instantly, their actions 
can create a ripple effect, influencing others and building momentum for meaningful 
change.  

▪ Example 
Environmental Action: Instead of just complaining about plastic pollution, a 
person decides to significantly reduce their own use of single-use plastics, 
participate in community clean-up drives, and advocate for sustainable practices 
in local businesses. Their consistent actions inspire friends and neighbors to 
adopt similar habits, contributing to a more sustainable community.  

 

In the Ethical Public Service Context 
In ethical public service, the quotation emphasizes the critical need for integrity, 
accountability, and a service-oriented mindset among leaders and civil servants. It 
means that officials must apply the same high moral standards to themselves that they 
expect from the public or their subordinates.  
 

▪ Examples 
Example 1 (Combating Corruption): A civil servant who wants to see a 
government free of corruption must first ensure their own actions are beyond 
reproach. They would refuse bribes, follow proper protocols, and report unethical 
behaviour, thereby setting a high standard of honesty and accountability that can 
inspire colleagues and build public trust in the institution. 
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Example 2 (Empathetic Policymaking): A public health official advocating for 
improved healthcare access in underserved communities must embody 
compassion. This could involve actively listening to community members' needs, 
understanding their unique struggles, and designing policies that are truly 
centered on serving the most vulnerable, rather than choosing the easiest or most 
politically expedient solutions. This leader's commitment and empathy can inspire 
a more citizen-centric approach throughout the public service.  

 

Ultimately, the quote teaches that personal and social transformation go hand in hand, 
and our actions, more than our words, have the power to shape the world around us.  
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Quote 02 
“If you want to shine like a sun, first burn like a sun” (APJ Abdul Kalam) 
 
 

Meaning of the Quotation 
The quotation, "If you want to shine like a sun, first burn like a sun," by APJ Abdul Kalam 
is a powerful metaphor that conveys an essential life lesson about success, sacrifice, 
and perseverance.  The quote emphasizes that extraordinary achievement and brilliance 
(shining like the sun) require intense effort, dedication, and the willingness to face 
challenges and make sacrifices (burning like the sun). Just as the sun continuously 
undergoes intense internal reactions to radiate light and heat, an individual must be 
willing to exit their comfort zone, work hard, and endure difficulties to achieve their goals 
and make a meaningful impact. It teaches that success is not an accident but the result 
of a continuous, sometimes arduous, process of effort and resilience.  
 

In the Contemporary Context 
In the modern world, which often seeks shortcuts and immediate gratification, this quote 
is a timely reminder that substance requires sweat, not just spectacle.  

 

Example 1 (The Entrepreneurial Journey): A tech startup founder who wants their 
company to "shine" as a market leader cannot achieve this without "burning like a 
sun." This involves years of working long hours, securing funding, facing numerous 
rejections, adapting to market changes, and constantly innovating. The success of 
major tech giants like Apple or Amazon stemmed from the relentless work ethic 
and sacrifices of their founders and early teams. 

 

Example 2 (Scientific Research): A scientist aiming to "shine" by discovering a 
cure for a disease must dedicate decades to rigorous research, face repeated 
experimental failures, and work with single-minded devotion to their goal. This 
demanding process requires enduring intense pressure and setbacks, a true 
"burning" of personal time and comfort, before a breakthrough can "shine" and 
benefit humanity.  

 

In the Ethical Public Service Context 
In public service, "shining like a sun" means serving the community with integrity, making 
a positive impact on society, and contributing to the nation's progress. "Burning like a 
sun" in this context involves selflessness, working for the greater good over personal 
gain, and facing systemic challenges.  
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Example 1 (An Anti-Corruption Official): An official who shines by exposing a 
major corruption scandal has likely "burned" by working tirelessly against powerful 
interests, enduring threats, potential isolation, and immense bureaucratic 
pressure. Their commitment to integrity and the public good (the "burn") allows the 
light of transparency and justice (the "shine") to prevail. 
 

Example 2 (Disaster Relief Work): Public servants and volunteers who "shine" 
during a natural disaster by saving lives and coordinating aid efforts "burn" by 
working round the clock in difficult, often dangerous, conditions, prioritizing the 
welfare of others above their own safety and comfort.  

 

In essence, Kalam's quote is a universal principle: a great aim requires great effort. True 
success, whether personal, professional, or in public service, is a result of enduring the 
heat of hard work and sacrifice.  
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Quote 03 
"Imagination is more important than knowledge"  (Albert Einstein) 
 

Meaning of the Quotation 
The quotation, "Imagination is more important than knowledge. For knowledge is limited, 
whereas imagination embraces the entire world, stimulating progress, giving birth to 
evolution. It is, strictly speaking, a real factor in scientific research," by Albert Einstein 
means that while knowledge provides the necessary foundation and tools, imagination 
is the true driver of innovation, progress, and transcending current limitations. 
Knowledge is derived from what we already know and understand (the "what is"), but 
imagination allows us to envision what could be, to explore new possibilities, and to ask 
"what if?" questions that lead to groundbreaking discoveries. 
 

In the Contemporary Context 
In today's fast-paced, technology-driven world, this quote underscores the need for 
creative problem-solving beyond the accumulation of facts. The vast amount of 
information available (via the internet, AI, etc.) makes the capacity to synthesize and 
apply that knowledge in novel ways more valuable than mere memorization. 
 

Example 1 (Artificial Intelligence (AI) Development): Knowledge provides the 
algorithms, data structures, and computational power to build AI systems. 
However, it takes imagination to conceptualize new applications for AI, such as 
using it to model complex climate change scenarios, discover novel medical 
treatments, or create new forms of art and communication. The developers who 
imagine how AI can solve problems beyond its current capabilities are the ones 
driving true innovation. 
 

Example 2 (Entrepreneurship): In the business world, countless startups fail 
despite having a solid knowledge of their market. Success often goes to those with 
the imagination to envision an entirely new product or service, or a different 
business model, that disrupts existing industries (e.g., imagining a world of on-
demand taxi services like Uber, or a streaming entertainment service like Netflix, 
rather than just running a traditional taxi company or video rental store).  

 

In the Ethical Public Service Context 
In public service, the quote highlights the importance of visionary leadership and 
empathetic, innovative solutions to complex societal challenges that traditional 
methods may fail to address.  
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Example 1 (Public Health Crises): During a pandemic, knowledge of 
epidemiology and existing healthcare infrastructure is essential. However, 
imagination is crucial for developing innovative public service campaigns, rapidly 
reconfiguring supply chains for medical equipment, or envisioning and 
implementing novel approaches to testing and vaccination that reach vulnerable 
populations effectively and ethically. Public health officials must imagine the 
systemic impact of their decisions and new ways to foster community trust. 
 

Example 2 (Urban Planning and Sustainability): Knowledge of current 
infrastructure and zoning laws is necessary for urban planners. But tackling major 
issues like climate change and social inequality requires imagination to envision 
sustainable, equitable cities of the future (e.g., car-free urban centers, vertical 
farming integration, or universal basic income pilots). Ethical public service 
demands the imagination to foresee how policies will affect all citizens, especially 
marginalized communities, and to invent solutions that promote the greater good 
beyond just maintaining the status quo. Leaders like Nelson Mandela imagined a 
non-racial South Africa, which required an imaginative leap of faith beyond the 
existing system of apartheid.  

  

In short, this Einstein quote is a powerful reminder that while knowledge is the essential 
foundation of understanding, imagination is the limitless force that drives all true 
progress and development. The two work together, with imagination providing the 
destination and knowledge the means to get there. 
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Quote 04 
"The superior man is modest in his speech, but exceeds in his actions” (Confucius) 
 

Meaning of the Quotation 
The quotation, "The superior man is modest in his speech, but exceeds in his actions," 
from Confucius's Analects, emphasizes that true virtue, integrity, and wisdom are 
demonstrated through humble actions and tangible results, not boastful words or grand 
promises. A "superior man" (or junzi, a noble or virtuous person) focuses on self-
improvement and fulfilling their duties effectively, letting their deeds speak for 
themselves.  
 

In the Contemporary Context 
 

In today's image-conscious, fast-paced world often dominated by social media and self-
promotion, this quote serves as a powerful reminder of the value of quiet competence 
and authenticity over superficial rhetoric. It encourages individuals to prioritize 
substance over style and to build trust through consistent, reliable behaviour.  
 

Example: A software engineer who quietly and diligently works on debugging a 
complex system and successfully delivers a stable product embodies this 
principle. In contrast, a colleague who constantly talks about their revolutionary 
ideas but fails to produce functional code would be seen as the opposite of the 
"superior man" in this context. 

 

In the Ethical Public Service Context 
In public service, where leaders are entrusted with the welfare of society, the quote is a 
beacon of ethical guidance, promoting accountability, integrity, and results-oriented 
leadership for the greater good.  
 

Example: A public health official who, instead of grand press conferences and 
political rhetoric, focuses on the meticulous planning and efficient distribution of 
medical supplies during a crisis (e.g., a pandemic) is a practical example. Their 
actions ensuring timely delivery and accessibility would garner more public trust 
and have a more significant, lasting impact than any number of speeches or self 
congratulatory statements. 

 

Overall the core message is timeless: true character and leadership are determined by 
what a person does with humility, not by what they proudly proclaim. 
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Space for Class Discussion 
 
 
 
 
 


