




How Time Flies... and Why... 
 

very year, it seems, goes by faster than the last.  Part of this is simply a function of getting older; Christmas, 
when you are four, seems a very long time away when a year represents 25 percent of your total lifespan to 
date.  Whereas, when you are [mumble mumble] years old, one hardly seems to have put away one’s 

decorations before it’s time to get them out again. 
 I suspect, however, that age is not the only reason that time seems to fly by at an ever-increasing rate.  As the 
years pass, the pace of living becomes ever faster as well.  We can do things today at many times the speed in 
which they could have been done decades ago.  Our society continues to press forward in its endless quest for 
“more leisure time”—but faster machines simply mean that most of us end up having to do more tasks in the same 
amount of time. 
 And for this, we have, at least in part, the Victorian age to thank.  It was perhaps the first era of human history 
in which the speed at which things could be done outstripped the basic speed of the human being.  The Industrial 
Revolution brought about the age of mechanization—and the notion that machines doing things faster than people 
was a good thing.   
 It’s easy to look back on the Victorian era and recognize the abuses that arose from this need for speed.  
Humans (including very young humans) were sucked by the thousands into factories, where their task was to keep 
up with the machines. Very few working-class Victorians had any reason to feel that the machines had been 
created to help them, or make their lives better.  Rather, most came to feel that their role was to serve and support 
the machinery.  Often, this came at a devastating cost to health and well-being. 
 Over time, of course, laws came into place—slowly and often, it would seem, begrudgingly—to win back 
some basic amenities for humanity.  Laws began to govern the age at which children could be required (or 
allowed) to work.  Laws eventually shortened the workday, not only for children but for adults as well.  But the 
race to do more, faster—to achieve ever greater goals of production in ever smaller increments of time—had 
begun.  And it persists to this day. 
 Now, I admit, I love having a fast computer.  I grumble over the fact that it takes three or four minutes to fully 
boot up. When it takes more than a few seconds to navigate from one web page to another, I wonder what’s 
wrong.  But I also wonder whether we’ve truly benefited from the “need for speed” that has its roots in the 
Victorian era, or if, like those Victorians who ended up mangled by the machinery they served, we aren’t sowing 
the seeds of our own destruction. 
 Take, for instance, the issue of “servants.”  It’s fashionable today to consider the Victorian reliance on 
servants to be decadent, condescending, and of course, classist.  It’s not fashionable to think of the world as 
divided into those who serve and those who are served. Servants, however, didn’t vanish from society because we 
all somehow became politically correct around the turn of the last century.  They vanished because “labor-saving 
devices” rendered them increasingly obsolete.  When you had to wash your clothes by hand, feed the fire with 
wood or coal, buy your food daily at the market because there was no such thing as a refrigerator, and bring water 
upstairs to your bath by the bucket, having a servant about the house was a handy “labor-saving device.”  When 
technology replaced the servant, thousands of laborers became, instead, servants to technology. 
 One of the interesting things about the Victorian servant is how much he or she knew how to do.  Today, a 
great many people know how to... push buttons.  Somehow, magically, when a button is pushed, one’s meal is 
cooked, one’s clothes are cleaned, one’s bath is filled.  But many of us no longer know just how to cook that meal, 
clean those clothes, or fill that bath.  We can do things in an instant that once took hours—but we’re not spending 
those hours in, say, leisurely creativity—writing poetry, painting landscapes, composing symphonies, creating 
works of art and entertainment and inspiration.  We’re spending them pushing still more buttons. 
 Amazingly, Victorians found time amidst the busy hours to be creative.  A well bred Victorian woman was 
quite likely to be able to cook a dinner for twenty on a wood stove, from scratch—and paint a landscape.  It’s odd 
that, the less cooking and washing and cleaning we need to do, the less creative we seem to become.  Perhaps one 
way to ensure that the years don’t fly by and leave us wondering where they went is to work slower rather than 
faster—to do less rather than more.  Then perhaps we can figure out the art of doing more of the things that 
matter—and leaving the button-pushing to others! 

—Moira Allen, Editor 
editors@victorianvoices.net 
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