
o tempora o mores meaning
O tempora, o mores is a Latin phrase that translates to "Oh the times! Oh the customs!"
This exclamation, attributed to the Roman orator Cicero, encapsulates a deep sense of
lamentation over the state of society and its moral degradation. The phrase is often
employed in various contexts to critique contemporary culture or to express nostalgia for a
perceived better past. In this article, we will explore the origins of this phrase, its historical
context, its relevance in modern times, and its impact on literature and popular culture.

Historical Context of "O Tempora, O Mores"

Cicero and the Roman Republic

The phrase "O tempora, o mores" originates from Cicero's speech against Cataline,
delivered in 63 BC. At that time, Rome was experiencing significant political turmoil,
marked by corruption, conspiracy, and a decline in moral values among its leaders. Cicero,
a staunch defender of the Republic, used this expression to highlight the stark contrast
between the virtuous past of Rome and the present degradation he observed. His
lamentation was directed not only at the political figures of his day but also at the broader
society that allowed moral decay to flourish.

Cicero’s speeches often called for a return to traditional Roman virtues, emphasizing the
importance of duty, honor, and public service. In this particular instance, he was addressing
the conspiracy led by Lucius Sergius Catilina (Catiline), who sought to overthrow the
government. Cicero's use of the phrase underscored his outrage at the moral failures of
both the conspirators and the society that tolerated such behavior.

The Evolution of the Phrase

Throughout history, "O tempora, o mores" has transcended its original context and has
been used by various writers, philosophers, and politicians to comment on societal
changes. Some notable instances include:

1. Renaissance Writers: During the Renaissance, scholars and writers revisited classical
texts, and Cicero’s works were among those that inspired reflections on contemporary
moral issues. The phrase was employed to critique the perceived decline of cultural and
ethical standards.

2. Enlightenment Thinkers: Thinkers such as Voltaire and Rousseau echoed Cicero’s
sentiments, lamenting the state of society in their own eras. They used the phrase to
articulate their concerns regarding inequality, corruption, and the departure from
rationality.

3. Modern Usage: In contemporary discourse, the phrase is often invoked in discussions



about political corruption, social injustice, and the erosion of ethical standards in various
spheres of life, including politics, business, and personal conduct.

Relevance in Modern Society

Political Discourse

In today's political landscape, "O tempora, o mores" resonates strongly, particularly among
those who feel disillusioned with the state of governance. Politicians, activists, and
commentators frequently reference the phrase to emphasize issues such as:

- Corruption: The perception that politicians prioritize personal gain over public service.
- Polarization: A growing divide among political factions, leading to a breakdown in civil
discourse.
- Populism: The rise of populist leaders who often appeal to emotions rather than reasoned
debate.

By invoking this phrase, speakers articulate their frustration with contemporary political
practices and call for a return to principles of integrity and accountability.

Social Commentary

Beyond politics, "O tempora, o mores" serves as a lens through which to examine societal
changes. Social commentators and cultural critics often utilize the phrase to discuss:

- Moral Decay: Concerns about declining ethical standards in various aspects of life,
including media representation, consumerism, and interpersonal relationships.
- Loss of Tradition: A feeling that modern society has strayed from time-honored customs
and values.
- Technological Impact: The influence of technology on human interactions and the
potential erosion of empathy and community.

In this context, the phrase serves as a reminder of the importance of reflection and self-
awareness in addressing contemporary challenges.

Impact on Literature and Popular Culture

Literary References

The phrase "O tempora, o mores" has found its way into various literary works, often used
to convey a sense of disillusionment or critique of societal norms. Notable examples



include:

- Charles Dickens: In works such as "Oliver Twist" and "A Christmas Carol," Dickens often
reflects on the moral failings of society, using language reminiscent of Cicero's lament.
- F. Scott Fitzgerald: In "The Great Gatsby," Fitzgerald critiques the moral decay of the
American Dream, echoing Cicero’s concerns about societal values.
- George Orwell: In "1984," Orwell explores themes of totalitarianism and the manipulation
of truth, aligning with the spirit of Cicero’s exclamation regarding moral and ethical decline.

These works demonstrate the enduring relevance of the phrase as a tool for critiquing
societal norms and values.

Popular Culture

In popular culture, "O tempora, o mores" has also been referenced in:

- Films: Characters in various films express sentiments of frustration with their societal
circumstances, often paraphrasing or alluding to Cicero’s lament.
- Television: Political dramas often evoke this phrase to highlight the moral dilemmas faced
by characters in positions of power.
- Social Media: The phrase has been used as a hashtag or in memes to comment on current
events, reflecting discontent with the status quo.

These references illustrate how the phrase continues to resonate in contemporary
dialogues, serving as a touchstone for discussions of morality and ethics.

Conclusion

The phrase O tempora, o mores encapsulates a timeless lamentation over societal decline
and moral degradation. Originating from Cicero's reflections on the political turmoil of
ancient Rome, it has evolved into a powerful expression that captures the frustrations of
various generations confronting the challenges of their times. Its relevance in modern
political and social discourse underscores a collective yearning for a return to integrity and
ethical standards.

As we navigate the complexities of contemporary life, the phrase serves as a reminder to
critically reflect on our values and the state of our society. Whether invoked in literature,
political discourse, or popular culture, "O tempora, o mores" continues to resonate, urging
us to consider not only the times we live in but also the customs that shape our collective
identity. In a world rife with challenges, this lamentation remains an important call to action
for individuals and societies alike, encouraging a return to the principles that foster a just
and ethical world.



Frequently Asked Questions

What does the phrase 'o tempora o mores' translate to
in English?
'O tempora o mores' translates to 'O the times! O the customs!' in English.

Who is credited with the popularization of the phrase 'o
tempora o mores'?
The phrase is attributed to the Roman orator Cicero, specifically in his work 'In Catilinam'.

In what context is 'o tempora o mores' typically used?
'O tempora o mores' is often used to express lament or frustration about the decline of
moral standards or societal values.

How has 'o tempora o mores' influenced modern
discussions about ethics?
The phrase is frequently referenced in contemporary debates about ethics and morality,
highlighting concerns over perceived moral decay in society.

Can 'o tempora o mores' be used in literature or
speeches today?
Yes, 'o tempora o mores' is still used in literature, speeches, and discussions to evoke a
sense of nostalgia or critique current societal norms.

What are some modern equivalents or adaptations of 'o
tempora o mores'?
Modern equivalents might include phrases like 'what is the world coming to?' or expressions
of dismay regarding current events and cultural shifts.
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