




Back Then and Back Now 
 

ostalgia will never go out of style.  The phrase “The Good Old Days” will always be in our vocabulary.  
Some of us feel nostalgia for times we recall (something that grows more common as we grow older and our 
own “good old days” seem farther and farther behind us).  Some feel nostalgia for days we never actually 

experienced, but imagine to have been better (at least in some respects) than our own—such as the Victorian era. 
 I’ve written about nostalgia before in this space (see the February 2019 issue), noting that regardless of 
whether we regard the old days as “good” or “rotten,” the key is our tendency to judge them by their differences 
from our own times.  Those who look back with nostalgia view the “old days” as possessing qualities sadly 
lacking in our modern society.  Those who look back with horror see those days as sadly lacking the qualities 
modern society possesses! 
 In either case, however, it’s easy to assume that the “good old days” were “good old days” to those who lived 
in them.  We tend to picture the past as a sequence of images, moments frozen in time.  We envision, for instance, 
folks sitting on their rockers on wide front porches on warm summer evenings, waving “howdy” to the 
neighbors—instead of hunkering in front of televisions or over cell phones, with only a dim notion that neighbors 
even exist!  And it’s easy to imagine the folks in this picture sighing and thinking, “this is the life” and assuming 
that it would always be “the life.” 
 As I read articles like this issue’s “How We Save Time and Labour,” however, I’m reminded that no one 
actually thinks of their own time as “the old days” (whether good, bad, or indifferent).  What was “back then” for 
us wasn’t “back now” for them.  And the folks that we envision as happily enjoying those “good old days” were, 
for the most part, looking ahead to the “good new days” that were to come. 
 In fact, Victorians seem to have been a most un-nostalgic lot.  While I’ve found a number of articles that look 
back at the “old days”—anywhere from 50 to 100 years into the past—rarely are these portrayed as the good old 
days.  As the article in this issue makes clear, Victorians were very aware of the amazing advantages they had 
over their ancestors.  As the author notes, in the 17th century, it was inconceivable to imagine traveling from 
London to Edinburgh in a mere seven days.  By 1881, one could probably complete the journey in less than 24 
hours.  In 1835, the idea of traveling at speeds exceeding 20 miles an hour was ridiculed; by 1881, trains traveled 
at 60 miles per hour!  (Having traveled by train from Baltimore to New York, I wish it occasionally would...)  
Today, we take instant international communications for granted—but so could the Victorian, who could send a 
message from London to New York in seconds. 
 In short, Victorians never imagined themselves as living in a golden bubble of good-old-dayness.  They saw 
themselves as being on the edge of a fast-moving wave of progress, sweeping forward into the 20th century.  Their 
world had already brought forth vast changes in women’s rights, education, social justice, and industrialization 
that, for all its consequences, freed thousands from literally crippling forms of labour. And so, not surprisingly, 
those Victorians that we tend to look back upon so nostalgically were themselves looking forward to the times to 
come, believing (correctly) that their inventions and discoveries were just the beginning of advances that would 
change the world.  To them, our days were the golden future, the “good new days” that lay ahead.  But just as 
those given to nostalgia often don’t see the problems that went along with the balmy days of the past, neither did 
the Victorians have any idea what problems were to accompany all the glorious changes in technology, industry 
and society that they were busily introducing to the world. 
 Today, most of us (even those who do yearn for the “good old days”) have a similar mindset.  We look 
forward to a better future that solves at least some of the grievous problems that afflict the present day.  Some 
hope that technology will provide the key.  Some hope that social change will do the trick.  But few of us imagine 
that we are going to remain still, in a golden “back now” bubble of time.  What we do know, however, is that our 
“now” will one day be our descendants’ “back then.”  Some of those descendants will undoubtedly look back 
upon our day as “the good old days.”  Some will undoubtedly look back upon us with horror and contempt.  
They’ll undoubtedly both be wrong—and both be right.  
 Only one thing is truly certain, whether you’re a Victorian or a Millennial: if we don’t believe that a better 
world is coming, it won’t! 

—Moira Allen, Editor 
editors@victorianvoices.net 
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