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On 9th January 2010, it was the 120th anniversary of Karel Čapek´s death. Does his writing still have anything to say to the contemporary reader?

Re-reading Čapek these days, we must admit that it is obvious from his texts that we are not reading a contemporary writer. Čapek depicts a world which has long disappeared. Its roots lie deep in the existence of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. It is obvious from Čapek´s writing that his personality has been formed by the times before the First World War and by the First World War.  Even Freud´s influence on Čapek seems still rooted in the pre-first World War Austro-Hugarian experience. When re-reading Čapek´s work, it is also interesting to realise to what large extent the ethos of the post-war Czechoslovak Republic was really a continuation of the pre-war ethos of Austria-Hungary.  In   Čapek´s work there is almost no  change in people´s lives with the disintegration of Austria-Hungary. Čapek´s life experience is the experience of culminating European imperialism from the period before the First World War.    

In the post Second World War era when Europe was split into East and West, Čapek´s analysis of international relations could have seemed a little old-fashioned (although his work was still  topical due to its moral aspects, thus the drama Bílá nemoc [The White Disease] seemed to have much to say about life under communism, during the times of Charter 77, see below).  But since the fall of communism we seem to have returned to the old imperial relations between states which had existed before the bi-polar division of Europe.  Thus Čapek´s  analysis of politics, the selfishness, inhumanity and shortsightedness of states, his criticism of institutions, big business and so called “scientists” as presented in Válka s mloky in particular, seem  to have become horrifyingly topical again. 
The examination of reality always leads Čapek to philosophical reflection. He always moves from a concrete phenomenon as a point of departure to theoretical contemplation.  He often uses methods of journalism. Čapek´s relativism which presents facts from various angles of vision, anticipates Milan Kundera. Čapek´s relativism also seems to anticipate postmodernism.

Did Karel Čapek believe in  progress?

Some critics
 interpret Čapek´s gentlemanliness as unrealistic optimism and “struthious escapism”. As Erazim Kohák has recently pointed out in his book Domov a dálava (Home and Far Away, Filosofia, Praha, 2009), which deals with Czech philosophical thinking over the past two centuries, what matters is when the Czech managed to get rid of what Kohák defines as a “modernist” attitude, that is, in Kohák´s view, of the conviction that the future will always be better than the past.  According to Kohák, the Czechs adhered to this optimistic view until Munich 1938. The Munich fiasco has created in them a long term trauma which they have not managed to get rid of to this very day.
Was Karel Čapek really a victim of the unrealistic optimistic conviction that “the future will always be better”?  I don´t think you will come to that conclusion when you read his texts. Čapek´s work often warns against destruction. It is true that Čapek, like Božena Němcová, is trying to educate his reader to behave in a tolerant, gentlemanly and civilised manner.  But under the surface, it seems to me, in the whole of the Čapek oeuvre, the danger of untamed, animal destructive passions, selfishness and evil is always present.  In Čapek´s view, the civilised existence is extremely precarious and we never know when it might collapse. This is possibly  the trauma brought about in Čapek by his experience of the First World War.
What Čapek wrote
The Short Story Line.  Early texts written jointly by the brothers Karel and Josef were influenced by  German neoclacissism (Krakonošova zahrada  [Krakonoš´s Garden] 1918, Zářivé hlubiny [The Shining Depths], 1918). Then come the outstanding expressionist texts of Boží muka (Wayside Crosses, 1917),   written during the First World War and which reflect, as Eva Strohsová says, “internal anxiety and torment, feverish visions and civilisational pessimism”
. Trapné povídky (Awkward Tales), written after the First World War, are stunningly crafted critical-realistic narratives. Later, Čapek published his somewhat idyllic detective stories Povídky z jedné a druhé kapsy (Tales from one and the other Pocket, 1929), many of which are based on the principle of the  Anglo-Saxon, Chestertonian paradox. He also experiemented with even more popular forms, such as the fairytales in Devatero pohádek (Nine Fairy Tales,1932). The later, deliberately casual and “humanising” texts were strongly influenced by Čapek´s journalism.
The line of Čapek ´s utopias starts with the drama RUR (1920), continues with the play Věc Makropulos (The Makropulos Case, 1922), the “journalistic novel”  Továrna na Absolutno (The Absolute at Large, 1922) and the  expressionistic novel Krakatit (1924). This line then continues with the highly ironic Válka s mloky  (War with the Newts, 1936) up to Bílá nemoc (The White Disease, 1937).
The “noetic” line consists of the trilogy of novels Hordubal (1933), Povětroň (Meteor, 1934) and Obyčejný život (An Ordinary Life,1934).  Long before Milan Kundera, Čapek presents reality from different, often incompatible points of view in this trilogy. Čapek´s last, unfinished novel Život a dílo skladatele Foltýna (translated as The Cheat, 1939) also consists of a number of different personal testimonies, but unlike in the trilogy, these testimonies present a fairly consistent image of the main character, a cheat, a snob who is trying to abuse the creative processes for his own personal greater glory.  In  Život a dílo skladatele Foltýna Čapek´s musicologist Trojan gives a serious definition of the creative process, which could easily be Čapek´s own definition.  A genuine work of art is in Trojan´s view a responsibly structured account of reality.
Čapek also produced much journalistic work and a number of travelogues. He deliberately cultivated various marginal and “popular” genres, which he used for his aims. The fact that Čapek often used “popular” styles of writing may seemingly give ammunition to critics who want to accuse him of   “anti-intellectualism”.   It is however a question whether there is really anything wrong in an author´s decision to write in   a way that  would speak to a large general public, unless he doesn´t bring his work to the lowest common denominator.
Boží muka and Trapné povídky
In the next part of my talk, I would like to concentrate on some of the landmarks of Karel Čapek´s literary output.  Let us first have a look at Karel Čapek´s first  literary work that he wrote himself without the collaboration of his brother, the volume of shorter  texts Boží muka. Both these short texts as well as the short stories contained in Čapek´s second volume, Trapné povídky   seem to be remarkably well-written:  Boží muka seems raw, authentic and immediate.
Boží muka was written in 1913-1917, i.e. mostly during the   First World War. The point of departure of these texts is noetic uncertainty. Truth remains a mystery; it is unattainable. When reading these texts, the reader will realise that Čapek´s feeling that all certainties have been shaken must have been influenced by his experience of the First World War.  And indeed, Čapek confirmed this in various letters. For instance in a letter to Stanislav Kostka Neumann from December 1917 he says: 
“The deliverance of man into freedom in these texts, that is what was brought about by obsession, my personal crisis and, mainly the war atmosphere. The war threw Man back into one´s own soul: one discovered within oneself something that was unheroic, frightened and sad, yet something  that was free and couldn´t  be enslaved; once own soul.”

 The texts are  lyrical and are strongly influenced by expressionism, which is a literary method of which we will find significant traces throughout Čapek´s literary career.  Čapek´s expressionism seems quite contrary to his later “gentlemanliness”,  his later attempts to smooth away conflicts and find compromises. Throughout his work,  expressionism   is  for Čapek an instrument for conveying   horror of the uncontrollable, beastly aspects of Man. 
In Boží muka, Čapek´s literary method is decidedly “intellectual”, in that it is original, stimulating and innovative.  I don´t think that Čapek has ever relinquished the idea which he conveys in Boží muka, namely that truth is unknowable. Later on, in Továrna na Absolutno  he points out that at best, a person can hold only a small piece of “God´s truth” (p. 140). In Boží muka, Čapek still adheres to the idea that the world around us is irrational and unpredictable and we can never learn the truth about it.
Boží muka starts with the famous story “Šlépěj” (“A Footprint”)  where two men discover a single footprint of a boot  in the middle of a freshly fallen snow in a field. They examine the phenomenon but no explanation is available. (Čapek returned to this theme placing it in an urban setting and developing it, in a  Chestertonian way, in “Šlépěje”, “Footprints”,  in Povídky z jedné a z druhé kapsy, where a policeman explains that it is not the task of the police to clear mysteries, but to keep law and order.)
  The shift in meaning between the two versions of the story is significant: in Čapek´s Povídky, “Šlépěje” has a kind of “civilisational” veneer and impact, the text explains what the structures  in a democratic society are for  and how they function: this is a part of the “gentlemanly” image of pre-war Czechoslovak republic that Čapek tried to evoke, possibly hoping that it might work by example, in some of his works. In the original “Šlépěj” in Boží muka, there is none of this “civilisational” matter. The message of the work is “the world is unknowable” and we are stuck in the middle of it. Full stop.
All the texts in Boží muka are marked by the feelings of alienation. They are lyrical and grotesque. Information is fragmentary. We never learn exactly what is going on and why. The motivation of people´s actions remains hidden. There is much psychological characterisation and perhaps surprisingly for Čapek,  quite a lot of sexual motivation. Freud is strongly present. Maybe there is also influence of naturalism. In the second text of the volume, “Lída”, a young girl goes missing; it transpires she has eloped for three days with “an unworthy man” . After the escapade, she returns full of feelings of guilt and humiliation. The people´s  instinctual sexual impulses clash with the strict moral code prevalent in society at the beginning of the 20th century.   The pressure of this moral code is almost unbearable. Many things remain unsaid. Interestingly, in people´s total anguish, it is experiences from early childhood that have the deep, archetypal, healing quality.  Reminiscences of childhood are extremely important in several of these early texts. There are also early hints of Čapek´s belief, to be developed in Obyčejný život, that the human personality consists in fact of many different, often contradictory aspects.

Hora  is a fragmentary, dark text, typical of this volume. A dead body is found by the police in the countryside and there is a suspect, a fugitive.  The police hunt him, chasing him up a hill. They shoot at him. Eventually they find him dead. 
Oldřich Králík points out that this text is usually misinterpreted as a “detective story”, he argues that it is in fact a military story,  directly influenced by the experience of the first world war: Hora records military action, mobilisation and exertion of the members of a combat unit. It evokes  the confusion, the fog of war, the idea of “ignorant armies clashing by night”. There is effort, your life is in danger and you don´t know what is going on. But,   ignorance of Man is the default position in Boží muka: The world is unknowable. There seems to be  a direct line from Čapek to Kundera in this.
The image of a waiting room at a railway station filled with tired, unshaven and dirty soldiers who are forced to spend the night there, lying helter-skelter like corpses, is a powerful metaphor of the First World War in Boží muka.
In Elegie,  the main character Boura gives a lecture at a meeting of a philosophical society and feels reluctant to engage in a discussion – what he had said in the lecture seems to him self evident, as though this was an admission that there is no point in talking, there is no point in rational, intellectual effort.  After the lecture in a wine cellar, he runs into his long lost brother. They talk about his  life and reminisce about early childhood experiences – these are, again very important for Čapek. Then the brother mysteriously disappears – although he leaves the wine cellar,  no one sees him coming out. In Boží muka, we are in a world where irrational, illogical events occur as a matter of course.   “Should things happen the way it is natural for our souls, miracles would take place,” is the last line of the text. 

There are a number of often short, intensely lyrical texts in Boží muka  which, in a very contemporary way, I feel, reinforce the importance of a subjective perception of reality as well as the subject´s total concentration on it. In “Odrazy” (“Reflections”), we  meet a fisherman who sits on the banks of a river. He is an invalid who can´t walk very far and who spends his whole time  intensely watching the changing moods in the river landscape. In Pomoc! a sudden, inexplicable cry for help in the middle of the night, which isn´t repeated, leads the main character to philosophical contemplation about the meaning of his life. In “Nápis” (“An Inscription”) a sick person lying in bed confides to a visitor (who is disgusted by the seediness of the sick room) that he is staring in anguish at a scribble on the wall by his bedside, which says “Reverse!”  The inscription was made by the patient himself, but he doesn´t remember when or why and what was the reason for the extreme urgency of the message.  “Ztracená cesta”  (“The Lost Way”) argues, anticipating Graham Greene, that it is important   to lose your way, to lose your security. There is benefit in your efforts to regain your bearings.   
The expressionist features of these early texts link them with Čapek´s novel Krakatit (1924). Let me, however, say a few words about Trapné povídky (1921), which was mostly written shortly after the First World War. The style and inspiration of Trapné povídky seems quite different from Boží muka.  Trapné povídky  are also very well written, but these are texts of quite a different nature. These are extremely well constructed little narratives, much more in the style of traditional 19th century critical realism, although sex and sexual relations seem to play a much more important role in these stories than they would in 19th century literature.  So, “Otcové” (“Fathers”), for instance, is a  merciless description  of a village funeral of a six-year-old girl, whose loving “father” took affectionate care of her, while it was obvious to everyone that the girl was in fact the child of another man in the village, a cynical womanizer, who allowed everyone to read the girl´s mothers love letters, addressed to him and who is  present at the funeral and is highly amused by the situation.  “Tři” (“Three”)  is another horrifying account of greed, marital relations and infidelity: A wife is openly conducting an extra-marital affair; the only thing that her husband is interested in is the lover´s money. In “Helena” an unattractive young girl can´t stand life without sex, so she writes a passionate erotic love letter to her male companion, thereby breaking all the social taboos of the beginning of the 20th century; she is rejected and humiliated. Probably the best structured short story in Trapné povídky is “Na zámku” (“At the Castle”), where a young girl, a tutor to children in an aristocratic family, is  suffering from the arrogant and snobbish behaviour of her employers, but when considering defection, she discovers that she cannot do so – she is trapped where she is by the suddenly unfortuitous circumstances of her family. Quite surprisingly, cynics might say, amusingly, she “solves” her desperate situation by yielding to the sexual advances of a spoiled brat, a self-obsessed English dandy with a muscular body who also works at the castle as a tutor. In “Peníze”  (“Money”) Čapek tries out the technique of subverting one statement by another, which he often used later: a woman runs away from her husband. She depicts him as  a monster to her brother and asks him for financial assistance; but  a second sister then turns up in the story, foulmouthing the first sister saying she is  an adulterer and  parasite and begging the brother to give the money to her husband to support his failing  business – the brother is disgusted and withdraws into himself. In Košile, an elderly bachelor finds out that his housemaid was stealing from him for years: when he discovers this and confronts her with it, she is offended and threatens to leave. He is consternated. All these stories are little gems of critical realism, with gentle psychologising features.  
Certain stock images and turns of phrase appear in Čapek´s prose and keep recurring in his later writing. Little boys tend to sit on their fathers´shoulders, the fathers are like giants and have the necks of an ox
 (this image from the short story Hora recurs in the novel Obyčejný život). When women touch their men with their shoulder, it  is a sign of ultimate affection (in Lída II
 also in Hordubal), as is when a woman runs her fingers through a man´s hair. Dirty   railway stations often complemented with the image of unshaven, tired sleeping soldiers  encapsulate  the horrors of war. An  intensive fixated concentration on scenes in nature occur in the short story “Rybář” (“Fisherman”) 
and then again in Obyčejný život when the protagonists recovers from TB at a small  railway station in the mountains). Intensity of perception is underlined in both instances. Protagonists often settle beside a důvěrně bzučící lampa
 , an intimately buzzing lamp, which  is a signal of cozyness and homeyness. Concrete experiences, facts or events always serve as a point of departure for psychological or philosophical contemplation. Čapek is fully aware of the extremely thin veneer of civilisation. In many of  these texts from the early decades of the twentieth century, which often refer back to the nineteenth century, we are acutely aware of the existence of a large social underclass, those “horrifying” people, prostitutes, murderers, “evil men”, workmen building the railway  who flood peaceful, rural country towns, commit paedophile sex acts with their nine-year old daughters and make the place generally unsafe. In the light of this, it is quite doubtful to argue that Čapek was stuck in a limited middle-class existence and “knew nothing about real life”. Čapek always depicts the world as an extremely precarious place. Human beings can easily fall to the bottom of society;  at any moment, the irrationality in humans may destroy the world as we know it. 
Krakatit

Expressionist approaches manifest themselves still very strongly in Čapek´s world​-famous play RUR (1920), which introduced Josef Čapek´s word “robot” into international use, and even more so in Čapek´s novel Krakatit (1924). In these works, like in several subsequent ones,  Čapek uses a science-fiction theme as a point of departure for his philosophical argumentation.  Krakatit  due to its expressionist,  feverish and fragmentary nature,  again with strong elements of lyricism, seems to be relatively closely related to Čapek´s early short stories, in particular to  Boží muka.  The science-fiction motif in Krakatit is the invention by the protagonist of the novel, a highly gifted explosives specialist and inventor  Prokop. Prokop discovers a explosive chemical substance whose effectiveness is very similar to that of a nuclear bomb: the explosive powder is detonated by radio waves, emanating at certain regular times from a secret transmitter, operated by anarchists.  Prokop, who spends a part of the novel in a feverish, delirious state,  attempts, for the duration of the whole novel to resist the pressure of  unscrupulous businessmen, of state and military power, as well as of the anarchists,  to make him give up the invention to them. The denouément of the novel seems slightly forced:  Prokop comes to the conclusion that not great inventions but small everyday work for the community is what matters. However, this    message is not why the novel is important; its value lies in a dramatic, lyrical evocation of a nightmarish military-industrial complex somewhere in Denmark where the power of the state and of business is still inextricably linked with the influence of aristocracy. As in Čapek´s previous fiction, the erotic theme  plays a major role: Prokop has a passionate, convulsive love affair with a princess at a castle which located in the middle of the large military factory complex where he is imprisoned.  But love always remains unsatisfactory in this novel.  The work feels nightmarish; it stands on the borderline of a fairy tale and a horror dream which at the same time  realistically conveys  the attitudes and consequences of selfish policy pursued by a typical militaristic state early in the twentieth century.  The novel seems a mixture of mediaevalism and modernity.  Prokop is an  example of an ordinary, unaristocratic Czech who wins over his powerful and aristocratic adversaries  by the power of his wits. 
RUR

The female element and the sexual motif recur  in the drama RUR in a slightly different form. A somewhat stereotypical, silly, but affluent young woman  Helena Glory appears on a desert island where a group of scientists and businessmen run a large factory which produces humanoids – servants, by the million. RUR is fully  in line with Čapek´s previous work. Here Čapek also,   undoubtedly  due to the horrifying experience of the First World War, worries that civilisation could collapse at any moment, due to Man´s irrationality.
In  RUR Čapek again argues  that the balance between Man´s rationality and irrationality is precarious. Using his rationality, Man is capable of accomplishing remarkable technological feasts.  But it is the irrational elements in man which are an inherent part of  human society, manifesting themselves in political expediency,  state selfishness and the  market forces, as well as in sexual motivation that  according to Čapek threaten to destroy human civilisation at any moment.  

This, then is the typical progression in Čapek´s sci-fi works.  It is to be repeated many times over in  Čapek´s work, as though Čapek felt that to say something once is never enough (In his conversation with the T.G Masaryk Hovory s TGM Čapek quotes Masaryk as saying that he had learnt from a journalist that in order to make an impact in society, you must keep repeating self-evident things  in the newspapers over and over again for people to notice them
. It looks as though Čapek was influenced by Masaryk in this.)
A maverick, anarchic scientist makes a world-changing invention. The invention is then appropriated by business and turned into an industrial process on a mass scale. The blind processes of the  human economy (we are familiar with them from the current credit crunch) magnify the impact of the original  invention a million times. As a result, civilisation as we know it is radically changed.

But this process is not as mechanical as it seems. In RUR, it is influenced not  just by the market forces, but also by irrational sexual instincts. In RUR, the sexual instinct actually saves the world.   In spite of the fact that the female element, present in the play, is seen either as “silly”, acting emotionally on an impulse ( Helena Glory, not really realising what she is doing, burns the description of the procedure how to manufacture the robots) or uneducated (Helena´s nanny Nána) what the female element says and does, is much more in line with the laws of the natural world than the technical world of the males which destroys natural reality.  Nána is of course right when she complains that producing hundreds of millions of humanoid servants is an outrage against nature and she rightly sees mankind´s infertility as a consequence of this ungodly act. It is because Gall, the main technologist, fancies Helena that he changes the production process of the robots  to make them more like human beings,  so that when the world is overrun by robots and humankind is eradicated by them, natural reality can prevail again when the altered robots Primus and Helena discover love for each other within themselves thus becoming the new Adam and Eve.  
Karel Čapek had an uncanny way of predicting the future.  I think this is because he had  a deep insight into human nature and could anticipate how people would behave.  But I don´t know how come he was able to anticipate scientific developments.
The invention of Čapek´s Krakatit  from the 1920s  is often compared to the invention of the atomic bomb, which Čapek anticipated by more than twenty years. In his afterward to the 1966 edition of RUR, Ivan Klíma
 takes Čapek to task, criticising his idea of biologically based robots as foolish. Klíma argues, from the vantage point of the 1960s, that the  robots in future will be mechanical and electronic-based.  Little did Klíma know then about the possibilities of stem cell research and cloning. Yet it would appear that Čapek, writing in the 1920s, was better able to anticipate the future than Klíma, writing in the 1960s. Čapek´s idea, expressed in RUR, that with the advance of civilisation people would lose their fertility, seems also somewhat startling, considering that with increased levels of pollution, sperm count in men is dropping and is currently about 50 per cent less than it used to be thirty years ago.
The chief executives in Rossum´s Robot Factories are passionate proponents of modernist utopianism.   There is an intense feeling of Man changing history, an   awareness that future will never be again like what used to be in the past. In this sense, Čapek again uncannily captures the atmosphere of today. We also feel that fast, irreversible changes are taking place all around us – we find exactly the same atmosphere in Čapek. But we are unlike Rossum´s Chief Executives who still cherish the optimistic belief in the first part of the play that future can only be better than the past. We no longer share that belief.
Although the robotic humanoids work hard, sometimes, mysteriously,  they “go berserk” and have to be destroyed,  This is again Čapek´s warning: a reference to the unpredictability of the outcomes of human schemes, and a reconfirmation that the veneer of civilisation always remains thin. 
The motif of official  inhumanity and brutality, which recurs in Čapek´s work frequently from now on, appears in RUR for the first time: Robotic soldiers have killed 700 000 people, says a news-item dispassionately. The commander ordering the robots to shoot people was a human being.
 This motif where humans short-sightedly act against the interest of their own  race recurs in Čapek´s later writing.
An early  robot called Helena will never be able to bear a child, regrets Helena Glory when trying to persuade Gall to change the formula for the making of robots. It is paradoxical that the human being Helena will not be able to bear a child either – humans and robots are becoming like each other. 

Large numbers of robots invade the island before the management of the Rossum factory is killed. Čapek fears the mindless violence of the crowd. “There is nothing more horrifying than a crowd,” says Fabry.
 This though also recurs   in his works  from now on. 
In an interesting way the end of the play anticipates existentialist philosophy,  when the robots say: “We were machines, sir, but out of horror and pain we became souls.”

Továrna na Absolutno

Továrna na Absolutno (1922) another work which takes a  science-fiction invention as a point of departure, was conceived as a popular entertainment series, published in instalments in the daily newspaper Lidové noviny. Somewhat apologetically, Čapek explains in the preface to the book edition that he wrote eleven parts  and then forgot about the work and the fact that it was being published. Then, the newspaper kept chasing him for further instalments, and this is why this “newspaper novel” is somewhat  bitty. In Továrna na Absolutno   Čapek ventured into the realm of popular literature. He wanted to entertain, and so he used comedy and irony; but behind his entertainment narrative there is a serious purpose. The utopian invention is a carburettor which produces limitless energy by breaking down matter. Again, the capitalist market forces get hold of the invention and multiply it by the million. It is very important – and this motif recurs in Čapek´s writing also more than once – that there is a fly in the ointment.  The invention has a problematic feature,    but the capitalists in their greed ignore it.  And what is the flaw? Pantheism believes that God is present in all things. Turning matter into energy proves this belief right. In Továrna na Absolutno each energy producing carburettor creates a by-product: a highly charged religious atmosphere which turns everyone present into a religious fanatic. Each carburettor generates its own God  and religious wars are started all over the world which succumbs to total mayhem.

In Továrna na absolutno Čapek tried and tested many of the techniques which he reused, later, in a more mature way in Válka s Mloky (1936). Just as in Válka s Mloky, also in Továrna na absolutno Čapek first describes a phenomenon and  then he records the reactions of people and institutions to it. Both individuals and institutions are characterised, often rather scathingly, by the way they react to the miracle of the Absolute at Large.  The Catholic Church first refuses to acknowledge the new God and only signs up to it when it realises that its churches are empty.  In Továrna na absolutno and in Válka s mloky Čapek parodies empty Czech nationalistic speechifying, based on the by now  barren 19th century tradition of the Czech National Revival. In Továrna na Absolutno as in   Válka s mloky Čapek also mocks  vain, self-obsessed scholars when he introduces us to the highly argumentative “youthful fifty-five-year old researcher” Blahouš and his theorising.. Čapek makes fun of the vanity and narrow-mindedness of scholars who glibly point to how wonderful they are and how masterfully that have defeated their opponents.  In Továrna na absolutno  Čapek also parodies the corruption of journalists who will write in favour for a cause as well as against it, depending on what they have been ordered to do by their superiors, and will even use the same turns of speech. Čapek gently mocks journalistic practice when murderous religious wars become such an everyday occurrence that Prague journalists no longer feel inclined to print reports about them – all these wars are just boring.  
 At the end of Továrna na absolutno, Čapek spells out his catechism of tolerance: “Everyone believes in his own excellent God, but he doesn´t trust the other person that he might also believe in something good,” says Mr. Binder in Továrna na Absolutno
.  The novel ends with this startling statement, which we should perhaps bear in mind in all our current political squabbling:  “There is something good in each faith and each truth, for the simple reason that it is    some other human being  that likes it.” The argument that we should tolerate other faiths simply because they are also held by human beings isn´t perhaps heard often enough these days.
Válka s Mloky
In Válka s Mloky (1936) the  motifs of Továrna na Absolutno are much more developed. Above all, Válka s Mloky feels extremely topical. It offers many more and deeper insights into the workings of international politics, economics, media and scholarship. Válka s Mloky  contains a startlingly topical  analysis of blind selfishness of business and governments. Válka s Mloky  uses bitter irony throughout.    Remarkably, for a work written in 1936, this is a typically globalised novel.    The work´s pluralism, relativism and tolerance seem to anticipate post-modernist attitudes. Although, it is true:  Čapek seems to be intolerant towards intolerance and mass bigotry. In this sense  Válka s mloky is not yet fully post-modern.
The story of Válka s Mloky  is a variation on previous utopian narratives  by Čapek, especially on RUR. A sea-faring captain Vantoch, originally from Czechoslovakia, discovers  man-sized Salamanders in the Far Eastern Isles. The newts can pick up pearls from the sea-bed. They seem to have near-human  intelligence and are very quick on the uptake, although they are not very imaginative, they learn by imitation. Andreas Scheuchzeri,  who is kept in the London Zoo, gains his education from reading the British tabloid press. That seems to suit  him perfectly. His language a mixture of  stereotypes, clichés and advertising, is a deeply ironic comment on the value system of popular newspapers. The newt population becomes a metaphor  of the unthinking, mediocre mentality of the crowd. The newts can possibly also be seen as a metaphor for the Nazis, since, as Čapek says, their commander, the Great Salamander, “is a human being, a former corporal in the Great War” 
 - this is a direct reference to Hitler. 
As is usual in Čapek´s works of this type, the eccentric discovery is taken up by business and soon there is enormous demand for cheap newt labour. Market forces deploy the newts throughout the world by the million. Čapek creates a comprehensive panorama of life, the novel acquires journalistic, even encyclopaedic features, when Čapek records the reactions of individuals and institutions from many walks of life, parodying them bitterly in the process. The inevitable happens: the newts conquer the world and because they can only live in shallow waters, they destroy continents and human civilisation. Why are you ending the novel on such a pessimistic note? the author asks himself in the final chapter. No, there is hope: maybe, like people the newts will start fighting each other and eventually will kill one another. That would enable Mankind to re-populate the world.  
As I have said, many of the observations in Válka s Mloky are startlingly topical. Let us consider this one, right from the beginning: 

People apparently go nuts over pearls,” the captain expectorated angrily. “Sure thing, put your money into pearls! That´s because you people are always wanting to have wars. Worried about your money, that´s what it is. What ´s called a crisis, yessir.” Captain van Toch hesitated for a moment as to whether to embark on a discourse of the economy; after all, nobody talked about anything else these days. 

The end of the novel, when states are under direct military attack from the newts and are still selling them weapons and technology, reminds one of the failed talks about global warming which took place in Copenhagen in December 2009. 
I preached: don´t give the Newts weapons or high explosives, stop that hideous trade in salamanders (we can interpret this as “do something against the problem of global warming”) Everybody always had a thousand perfectly sound economic and political arguments why this wasn´t possible.

In Válka s Mloky Čapek parodies capitalism, the affluent upper classes, tabloid newspapers, nationalism and nationalist prejudices in science, the cruelty of states and scholars (armies don´t hesitate shooting into crowds, scientists do vivisection on newts which are still alive), the idiocy of managers (the director of London Zoo criticises one of its employees for subordination because he had taught a newt to speak; the director is so self-obsessed that he doesn´t even realise that it is a miracle that the newt speaks), Nazism and communism.  The argumentation of intellectuals is almost always false because it is biased in favour of their personal prejudices and preferences. Intellectuals are always corrupt, whether consciously or subconsciously. There is no impartiality. There is no fairness.  Humankind revels in self-destructiveness. People enjoy reading about the global demise of mankind. They love debate for the sake of debating, but no action ever ensues.  (The parallel with the current problem of global warming is, again, remarkable.) Insightfully, Čapek raises the issue of each society´s value system, pointing to the fact that each local canon of values is either  arbitrary or is based on national prejudices and misconceptions.  This becomes clear whenever a society´s value system is compared with the value system of another society.  Čapek uses irony as an instrument of analysis. 
The noetic trilogy
Čapek´s “noetic trilogy” Hordubal, 1933, Povětroň 1934, Obyčejný život 1934, uses, as Eva Strohsová says, the technique of “multiple mirroring”
, retelling the same facts and events from different subjective points of view (a technique for which, much later, Milan Kundera became justly famous) in order to highlight the complexity and impenetrability of the human personality. Čapek here, again, argues, that reality is basically unknowable, the human personality  has many hidden, surprising aspects and that we should be aware of all of this so that we would respect one another. There seems to be a link from Čapek´s short stories in Boží muka to his trilogy. There are also certain literary similarities between Krakatit  and the trilogy. 
Hordubal in its first part  is a tragic ballad, told from the subjective point of view of an illiterate workman who had spent years in the United States, working in the mines there in order to support his family back in Slovakia. When most of the money that he earned in the United States is stolen and Hordubal is made redundant during the economic crisis, he returns to his native Slovak village only to find out that he is no longer welcome. His wife has struck up a relationship with a younger man who has taken over Hordubal´s farmstead. Hordubal falls ill and on the threshold of death he is probably murdered by his wife and her lover. Then the narrative changes and we look at the case from the point of view of a police investigation. Hordubal´s wife and her lover are duly found guilty by the court, but the human dimension of the story is completely lost in the bureaucratic interpretation. The second volume of the trilogy, Povětroň, revolves around the story of a foreigner whose airplane crashed over Czechoslovakia in exceptionally windy weather. Nothing is known about him, he lies in bed unconscious in hospital and eventually he dies. Several people according to their nature, try to reconstruct his life in their imagination. Their stories, in this most lyrical part of the trilogy, tell the reader much more about them than about the mysterious foreigner.
The last part of the trilogy Obyčejný život, is perhaps the most sophisticated. It is an autobiographical account  written before his death by an “ordinary” railway official. He recounts his life from his childhood years in the middle of the 19th century and, under the shadow  of death (elements of existentialism are at play here again) he admits to himself that he has certain surprising, hidden personal aspects. Freud´s teaching has again obviously played an important role.
The gentlemanly character turns out not to be so gentlemanly after all: in his youth he cynically deprived an insecure friend who was supposed to become a priest of his faith in God. The consequence of this was that the young man hanged himself.  The protagonist liked to balance on the borderline of depravity:  he would always deliberately walk past prostitutes who would brush against him; this excited him. At work, he got a sexual thrill from intimidating young female clerks.  Particularly startling are the revelations connected with the protagonist´s  suppressed sexual  urges especially the fact that as a boy,  he indulged in illicit sexual practice with a small girl who had been regularly abused sexually by her paedophile father. (Is it however convincing that the girl would enjoy sex because she was being regularly raped by her father? What is  significant that this protagonist´s  early “wild” sexual experiences have caused a lifelong dissatisfaction with his relationship to his wife whom he finds sexually unadventurous and generally boring, so much so that he would like to kill her, and doesn´t do so only because he doesn´t know what to do with the corpse. As ever in Čapek, the veneer of civilisation is extremely thin. Descent into madness and savagery is always only a step away.
Bílá nemoc

Finally, a few words about Bílá nemoc, a play by Karel Čapek from 1937, which, just like Válka s mloky belongs to that part of Čapek´s work which is openly political; where Čapek warns against the danger of impending Nazi totalitarianism. The plot is simple: People who have reached middle-age and  are most likely in positions of power and influence become victims to a pandemic of an infectious disease: an incurable white plague, which causes them to rot alive in incredible pain and stench. There is not doubt that the White Plague can be seen as a metaphor for a moral affliction: this topic was taken up interestingly many decades later by writer Vladimír Páral in his homage to Čapek, the novel Válka s mnohozvířetem (War with the Multibeast), where a similar disease is made up of ecological, moral and consumerist problems. 
In a war-mongering dictatorship  very much like Nazi Germany, dr. Galén, a medic of a foreign origin, discovers a cure for the disease, but he refuses to give it up unless the country´s dictator and its military-industrial complex give up their militarism and pledge themselves to eternal peace. 
If the white plague can be seen a metaphor of a moral disease (totalitarianism), which affects the whole society, even those who do not  necessarily support the regime, then this metaphor can be construed as Čapek´s statement decades before the fall of Nazism and communism, that the authoritarian regimes have within themselves seeds of their destruction.  This can be seen  very well in the figure of the Dictator, whom his  white disease infection leads into a dead end: he cannot win the war he has set out to wage. 
If the moral disease afflicts the whole of society, this anticipates Václav Havel who said in “The Power of the Powerless” (1977) that even those who are against the totalitarian regime are still inevitably a part of it. Most people do not have the courage to step out of the system. Let us consider the position of the accounting manager of Krüg´s works whom Galén asks to give up his job before he starts treating his wife. “I would gladly give up my job if I can work as an accounting manager somewhere else,” says the accounting manager – he feels incapable of stepping out of the system. Is he just a callous egoist or is there something more in this which anticipates Havel? Here, again, Čapek seems to have been prescient.  
Bílá nemoc cannot be construed as a propaganda peace for pacifism. Bílá nemoc is a conflict between two forces, The Dictator and The Doctor, each of whom has his own moral vision and sets out to implement it quite ruthlessly. What is the difference between the dead left behind by the Dictator and the dead left behind by the Doctor when he refuses to treat the rich? The play is interesting exactly because it presents this conundrum.  We may sympathise with the Doctor, but we are deeply uneasy with his decision to make his cure available only to some.  
The play again contains a number of Čapek´s favourite themes. The theme of corrupt intellectuals is present here in the figure of corrupt  Professor Sigelius, the head of the clinic where Galén tests his remedy. The fact that Galén gets killed by a mob at the end of the play is yet again the expression of Čapek´s fear of the mindless violence of the crowd.
Some people have complained  that Čapek´s portrayal of the Dictator is too human towards the end of the play, and in this,  maybe too old fashioned.  We normally assume that dictators are ruthless, they work as  were faceless cogwheels in a monstrous impersonal system and thus they cannot change. But the introduction of the fear of death is an existentialist motif that Čapek has used before in his writing. Is it really improbable that a dictator would cave in when realising he had only three  months to live?   Is Čapek really unjustified in tracing a transformation of  the character of the Dictator from an infantile man who uses the army as a kind of train set to satisfy his whims  and hides behind nationalistic clichés  into a  human being as a result of his fear of imminent death?
To sum up: Čapek is still a writer for our times because although his formative experience is deeply anchored in the Austro-Hungarian empire, he seems to have been a keen observer and has described  a number of mechanisms of human behaviour which seem to be relevant at any time, including today. His feeling of precariousness  of the human condition has obviously been brought about by the traumatic experience of the First World War, but his writing seems to have been deeply influenced by the teaching of Sigmund Freud and in certain aspects anticipates existentialism and postmodernism. Some of Čapek´s writing is almost openly educational: the critics are right that in some of his writing he was primarily trying to push public opinion towards tolerance and democracy, which is not necessarily what literature and art is for. However, there are large parts of his writing which seem to be remarkable works of art, especially due to their attention evil in man and the beastly aspects of the human personality.
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