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Introduction: Why Compare?
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One hundred years may feel like a long stretch of time, but in the grand arc of human history it is barely a heartbeat. A century ago, in the 1920s, the world was still reeling from the devastation of the First World War and on the cusp of the Great Depression. Much of daily life was shaped by limitations that are almost unimaginable to people today. Electricity was still rare outside of major cities. Running water and indoor plumbing were luxuries. In many parts of the world, families cooked over open fires, fetched water from wells and lit their homes with oil lamps. International travel was something reserved for the wealthy elite, requiring weeks on ocean liners rather than hours on airplanes. Diseases that are now curable or preventable - tuberculosis, polio, influenza - claimed millions of lives.

For the average person in 1925, life was local, slow and often precarious. A farmer in India rose at dawn to work the fields with hand tools and oxen, hoping the rains would come. A factory worker in Manchester or Detroit endured long hours in unsafe conditions, with little recourse if they were injured. In rural China, families struggled to survive floods and famine, while in Africa, much of the continent remained under colonial rule, with local populations subjected to restrictions on movement, ownership and opportunity. Even in advanced economies, infant mortality rates were high and life expectancy hovered around forty to fifty years. Women in many countries had only just won the right to vote. Millions of people were excluded from education or civil participation simply because of their gender, class or race.

And yet, these lives were also rich with meaning. Communities were tightly knit, families depended on one another and cultural traditions provided identity and continuity. The past should not be remembered only for its hardships, but also for the resilience, innovation and spirit of those who lived through it. Every advance we benefit from today was made possible because people then dreamed of something better.

Fast forward to the present. A person born today is likely to live more than seventy years. Infant mortality has dropped dramatically in every region. Electricity and clean water reach billions of homes. Airplanes carry people across continents in hours. Messages travel instantly through the internet and education is accessible to a broader share of humanity than ever before. Democracies, despite their flaws, have spread across much of the globe and human rights movements have reshaped the way societies think about equality, justice and freedom. Hunger, while still a challenge in some places, has declined as agricultural innovation and global trade feed more people than at any point in history.

The contrast between then and now is astonishing. But because progress often comes slowly, generation by generation, many of us fail to notice it. Instead, we see today’s problems - climate change, inequality, political division - without realising how much worse the challenges of the past often were. This book is an invitation to step back, to compare life as it was a century ago with the life most people experience today and to cultivate a sense of gratitude for the progress humanity has made.

The chapters that follow will take you across continents and through time, exploring how societies have shifted in housing, transport, food, health, human rights, communication and culture. Each chapter will weave together stories from different regions, reminding us that progress has not been uniform but that the overall trajectory is undeniable. By the end, my hope is that you will see our modern world with fresh eyes - not as perfect, but as extraordinary when compared with the lives our grandparents and great-grandparents knew.

We are the inheritors of a century of change. And by remembering where we came from, we can better appreciate the present and perhaps even imagine what the next hundred years might bring.
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Chapter 1: Homes and Living Standards
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A century ago, the word “home” meant something very different from what it does today. For most people, housing was not defined by comfort but by necessity. Shelter provided protection from the elements, but little more. Modern amenities that many now take for granted - electric lighting, running water, sanitation, heating and cooling - were rare luxuries. Where you lived depended not only on geography, but on class, gender, race and even colonial authority.

In 1925, a family in London or New York might live in a small brick house or cramped apartment. Many city dwellings were poorly ventilated, damp and overcrowded. Working-class families often shared a single room, while wealthier households employed servants to maintain larger homes. Indoor plumbing was spreading, but it was far from universal; in poorer districts, outhouses and shared pumps were still common. Heating came from coal stoves or fireplaces, filling the air with soot.

In rural Europe, peasant families lived in cottages with thatched roofs or farmhouses built of stone and timber. These houses were often draughty and cold, heated by open fires. Furniture was sparse, beds were shared and space was limited. In Eastern Europe, wooden houses with dirt floors were still widespread, with livestock sometimes kept indoors during winter for warmth.

Across Asia, living standards varied enormously. In India, many families lived in mud-brick or bamboo huts, sometimes without windows or proper roofing. Extended families often shared single-room homes. In China, courtyard houses in cities provided community living, while rural villages relied on earth-built homes vulnerable to floods and storms. In Japan, traditional wooden houses with tatami floors were common, but earthquake risks and fires made them precarious.

Africa presented another range of realities. Under colonial rule, many indigenous populations were forced into cramped settlements or restricted areas, often with little regard for sanitation or comfort. Traditional housing - mud huts, thatched roofs, communal compounds - remained the norm, but these were increasingly undermined by colonial policies and urban crowding.

Meanwhile, in North America and parts of Western Europe, the seeds of modern housing were being planted. By the 1920s, suburban neighbourhoods were beginning to appear around cities, though still limited to middle and upper classes. Homes were built with electricity, indoor bathrooms and more durable materials. This was the exception, not the rule - but it marked the start of a transformation.
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FAST FORWARD TO TODAY and the contrast is extraordinary. In much of the world, homes are no longer fragile shelters but spaces designed for comfort, privacy and convenience. Electricity now reaches more than 90% of the global population. Clean running water and sanitation, once privileges, are rights that billions enjoy daily. Central heating and air conditioning create stable indoor climates. Kitchens are fitted with refrigerators, stoves and appliances that would have seemed futuristic in 1925.

A modern apartment in Seoul, Singapore or Berlin might be small, but it is fitted with plumbing, reliable electricity, internet access and climate control. Even modest homes in rural areas of Latin America, Africa or Asia increasingly include concrete walls, tin or tile roofing and solar-powered lighting. While slums and informal settlements remain in many fast-growing cities, the overall standard of housing has risen dramatically.

What is often overlooked is how much space people have gained. In 1925, families of six or more often shared one or two rooms. Privacy was rare and children commonly slept in the same bed. Today, the average household in developed countries occupies several rooms and even in many developing countries, multi-room homes are becoming standard.

Technology has also reshaped the concept of home. The ability to cook with gas or electricity, store food in refrigerators and wash clothes with machines has freed countless hours of labor, especially for women, who carried the burden of domestic work in earlier generations. The home has shifted from a place of constant survival chores to one of comfort, entertainment and connection.

Globally, the rise of urbanisation has also redefined housing. In 1925, most of the world lived in rural areas. Today, more than half of humanity lives in cities, in apartments and high-rises that connect them to modern infrastructure. This shift has created challenges - crowding, rising costs and housing inequality - but it has also enabled access to services, education and healthcare that rural populations a century ago could only dream of.
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THE STORY OF HOUSING is not just about bricks and mortar. It reflects the broader transformation of human life over the last century. From dirt floors and open fires to insulated walls, electric lights and streaming television, the home has evolved into a symbol of how far humanity has come. Where once survival was the measure of shelter, today the measure is comfort and choice.

It is easy to forget that the warmth of a hot shower, the flick of a light switch or the hum of a refrigerator would have been almost miraculous to someone living in 1925. By remembering that, we see more clearly that progress is not an abstract idea - it is built, quite literally, into the walls around us.
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Chapter 2: Transport and Mobility
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In the mid-1920s, the world was on the edge of a transportation revolution, but most people still moved through life at the pace of their ancestors. The vast majority walked where they needed to go or relied on bicycles, carts, horses or animal-drawn wagons. For long distances, trains and steamships connected cities and nations, but these were slow and often costly. Automobiles existed, but they were expensive luxuries, noisy and unreliable machines that only the wealthy or adventurous could afford. Airplanes had just proven their usefulness in war, but commercial air travel was in its infancy, often experimental and dangerous.

For ordinary people, mobility was limited. A villager in rural India might never leave their district in a lifetime. In Africa, colonial infrastructure meant roads and railways were designed to extract resources, not to serve local populations. In China, millions still traveled by foot, bicycle or riverboats, journeys measured in days or weeks. In South America, horse-drawn transport remained widespread, with trains slowly carving paths across mountains and plains.

Even in the industrialised West, where transport networks were more advanced, speed and convenience were relative. A trip from New York to Los Angeles required days on a train. A farmer in the American Midwest relied on wagons or early trucks to reach the nearest town. Urban commuters in London or Paris might board trams, buses or underground trains, but outside city limits, roads were often muddy, rutted and difficult to traverse.

The early automobile symbolised possibility but not yet reality. In 1925, Henry Ford’s Model T had made cars cheaper, but ownership was still rare outside North America. Roads suitable for cars were limited and journeys were punctuated by breakdowns, flat tires and long waits for parts. Owning a car was as much a test of patience as it was a convenience.

Air travel was a marvel reserved for pioneers. Charles Lindbergh’s solo flight across the Atlantic would not take place until 1927. The few who dared fly sat in open cockpits, wrapped in coats and goggles against the wind. Crossing an ocean still meant boarding a steamship and enduring weeks at sea. To imagine that within a century, billions would board airplanes every year would have seemed pure fantasy.
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TODAY, MOBILITY DEFINES modern life. Automobiles have become nearly universal, with more than 1.4 billion cars on the world’s roads. Highways and paved roads connect even remote towns, making personal travel faster and more reliable. The family car is no longer a symbol of luxury but a tool of everyday life, accessible to millions across income levels.

Public transportation has transformed cities. Subways, buses and light rail systems move billions daily, while high-speed trains crisscross countries like Japan, China and France at speeds that would have seemed impossible in 1925. A journey that once took days can now take hours. Rural areas, too, have seen dramatic change. Motorbikes and scooters, cheap and efficient, have extended mobility across Asia and Africa, where they serve as family vehicles, taxis and delivery systems.
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