
Conversation with Michel Tatu 

?n ~onday, Sept.ember 23 I saw Michel Tatu, Le Monde's correspondent 
in Vien~a. The .idea~ and assumptions he expressed seem to me worthy 
of special attention since they are based on his confidential conversations 
with very responsible Czechoslovak and Soviet persons. Tatu is one of 
the best informed Western journalists in East European affairs. In his 
reports he often has given out information that was officially confirmed 
only several days later. The predictions which he made at the time of 
our last meeting in May came true with astonishing accuracy. These were 

his first words to me at our current meeting: ''It's the beginning of the 
end, but before it gets better it will be much worse. 11 

I hope that this short wrap up of what he said to me will be sufficient to 

reveal what he had in mind: 

"There are no longer any doubts that the occupation of Czechoslovakia was 
an irreparable error. The Soviet leadership has found itself in a desperate 

situation from which it does not know how to get out. The Soviets have 
become victims of the unreliable information which they received from their 

own informants, chiefly Chervonenko and Udaltaov. Their plan was evidently 

based on the 'Budapest recipe' -- the occupation forces would meet armed 

resistance and after it was suppressed they would put a new Kadar in 
Dubcek's place. The brilliant passive resistance of the Czechoslovaks 
completely frustrated that plan. There was no armed resistance and the 

Soviets did not find anyone the least bit acceptable for the role of Kadar. 
The occupation was so poorly prepared politically and carried out so crudely 

and so devoid of talent that even the most conservative elements of the 
Czechoslovak CP who had been ready to collaborate became frightened at 
the decisive moment. As a result, despite the presence of 600, 000 in the 
army of occupation, the Soviets did not attain their main goal - - the removal 
of Dubcek and the rej ection of the policy of democratization. The fact that 
they themselves did not believe in any danger from 'capitalist imperialism1 

is best proved by the disposition of the occupation troops - - they were 
positioned in such thick masses that the smallest bombardment would have 
inflicted tremendous losses upon them. The Soviets came to C z echoslovakia 

precisely in order to put an end to democratization and they did not succeed 
because there was no armed resistance. The Czechoslovaks even joke that 
the reason the Soviet troops had no food, water, or tobacco in the first days 
is that the Soviet command anticipated heavy losses and did not want to worry 

about supplying people doomed to die. In any case during the first days 
Soviet soldiers had nothing -- no bread, no water and no cigarettes. In hopes 

of buying something, they offered the townspeople four rubles for a kroner, 
while the official rate is ten kroner for one ruble. But even so, the Czechos

lovaks refused to sell them anything. The soldiers who first entered 
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~zechoslovakia were so confused and demoralized that they were not onl 

removed from Czechoslovakia but according to Czechoslovak informatio~ 
they were sent to the remotest regions of the Soviet Union in order that ' 

they would not be able to tell the population what they had witness ed. 
Among officers there were several cases of suicide. Many Soviet ''colonels" 
approached Czechoslovak people and asked their forgiveness for invading 
Czechoslovakia. Czech liberals have generally kept their contacts up with 
Soviets who sympathize with th'em, both in Czechoslovakia as well as in the 
Soviet Union. 

"As a rule, the Soviet soldiers only stnt in extreme cases, when they were 
surrounded by an angry crowd, and even then they shot into the air. (Tatu 
spoke with many of them and only once did he meet a 1Fascist 1 as he put 
it. This was a second lieutenant who declared to him: mThey sent us here 

to bring about order and if they order us to shoot, we 1 11 shoot. 11
) 

''What can one expect now, when the failure of the occupation has become 
evident to the whole world? There are three possible variants: a reappraisal 

of the entire policy toward Czechoslovakia and the removal of the occupation 

forces; a gradual Kadarization; or, most probably, a second intervention 
with the arrest of the whole Czech leadership, with perges and mass reprisals 

against all liberals, especially journalists and writers. These reprisals are 
necessary to show the world that there really was a counter-revolutionary 
plot and that the occupation was therefore justified. One can be apprehensive 

about this third variant coming to pass. Merely to withdraw the troops, 
without reprisals against 'counter- revolutionaries 1 would be tantamount to an 
admission that there was no basis for the occupation. For a gradual Kadar
ization, you need an intelligent and flexible policy, which the present leader

ship is incapable of carrying out because the majority consists of stupid and 

ignorant people. The third variant remains -- go to the end: 
11
Le vin est 

tire, il faut le boire. 1 This third variant is being insisted upon by neo-

Stalinists of the type of Shelest. 

"There can be no doubts that a fierce struggle took place in the Soviet leader

ship between the Soviet 'doves 1 and Soviet 'hawks 1 over the question of the 
occupation of Czechos lovaki.a. The vacillation and inconsistency of Soviet 

policy are the best proofs of this. The information that Suslov, Kosygin 
and Ponomarev were accused of underestimating the danger of counter- revo

lution in Czechos lovaki.a has been confirmed by documents. Kosygin is in 
general a more moderate and intelligent member of the present leadership. 
Suslov is a dogmatist, but he i.s also intelligent and he understood that the 

occupation of Czechoslovakia would produce a crisis in the international 
communist movement and would doom to failure the worldwide meeting of 

Communist parties in Moscow, which was being prepared. 
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"The o~tcome of this struggle and the victory of the 'hawks 1 was pre

determined by the American policy of non-interference. When the 

supporters of an adventurist and militarist line became convinced that 

America would not protest in the event of the occupation of Czechos lo

vakia, they triumphed in the Central Committee over the resistance of 

the 'doves'. The American Embassy in Moscow warned Washington as 

early as the beginning of August about the possibility of an occupation of 

Czechoslovakia. It is entirely likely that even the kind of warning which 

President Johnson made concerning Rumania would have been enough for 

the 'doves 1 to win and for the decision to occupy not to be taken. 

"The people of the extreme neo-Stalinist wing are people of whom it would 

be incorrect to expect rational actions. All they have left is 'the 

rationality of fear 1 and still enough common sense not to want a clash 

with America. For this reason in their declarations, America and the 

West as a whole should dispel the confidence of the Soviet 'hawks 1 that 

the West will not intervene, whatever the Soviets do in 1 socialist countries. 

On the contrary, the declarations by America and France that despite every

thing they will continue the policy of rapproachement with the Soviet Union 

only strengthened the position of the Soviet 'hawks 1 and weakened the 

position of the 1doves 1 • But if the Soviet leadership now still preserves 

a 'rationality of fear', and if they feel that as a result of external and 

internal failures danger could arise for themselves, then they are capable 

of the most reckless decisions, and are not only capable of invading West 

Germany, but even of atomic war. In case of atomic war, shelters have 

been built for the apparat which protect not only against bombs but also 

from fatal fallout. In these shelters the apparatchiki can sit it out for 

even ten years. 

"However, in spite of the present victory of the 'hawks 1 the struggle in 

the leadership is continuing and can lead to a profound shake-up of the 

system. Even in the next two years radical changes can be expected. 

There is very little hope for the possibility of a Soviet version of Dubcek, 

even though the creative, scientific, scientific-technological and probably 

also the scientific-military intelligentsia want precisely that variant. But 

in Soviet conditions a change in regime could hardly occur as peacefully 

as the replacement of the Novotny regime by the Dubcek regime. The army 

is the only organized force which can realize such a change without leading 

the country into a civil war. A regime set up by a military dictatorship, 

will of course continue to call its elf communist, but it will be a regime 

that, if not democratic, at least is more rational. Any staking on national 

separatist movements, any propaganda for dismemberment of the Soviet 

state can only strengthen the position of just that most adventurist and Stalin-

ist part of the apparatus. 
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,, 11 t a rli r than radica l changes in the regim t k 1 
] l I d b e a e pace, Brezhnev 

wi ) r r:nov ' p ro a bly in the next six months Both th id ' 
'h ' 11 d. . . · e oves and 

v s ar qua y issatisfted with him. Although h 'd · h 
, k 1 J • b . . . e s1 es wit the 
1a. . ~1 s o ious stup1dity and ignorance, his 'caricature 1 of Stalinist 

l h y 1 r ·1tat s th 'hawks 1. They think that the 1caricature1 should b 
• J la d by a r al Stalinist policy, abroad as well as internall The 

· b · f · . . Y· ere 
y as1s or feel m g that this is where it (the policy) is no h d. 

• 1 • • • w ea mg. 
p11 s pos1h~n is n ot clear. He is one of the few intelligent and 

bJ p rsons in the present leadership. Even if, in order to attain 
h ~id s now with the 'hawks 1, this does not exclude the fact 

in r attained p ower he would change the course of Soviet policy. 

"ln n_,r as , the mistake in Czechoslovakia has led to a very tense and 
d n rous crisis in the leadership, which will deepen still more the 

at isfaction with the regime inside the Soviet Union. 

11\ h t should y our radio station do? In broadcasts about Czech events 

u 1111 st insist m ainly not that it was a crime, but that it was an error. 
Y u n1ust show you r listeners convincingly that there was no danger from 

apitalist imp e ria lism and no counter- revolutionary plot at all. You must 

lso show what irr eparable and catastrophic consequences this intervention 
rill have fo r t he w orld communist movement, for the cause of the struggle 

for p ace and for the vital interests of the Soviet people. All this has to 
b don convincingly and on the bas is of serious study of all factual data 

and all available sources. So that the Soviet 'doves' can find in your 
broadcast s information and conclusions which can be useful to them in 

their strugg l e w ith the 'hawks 1• 
11 

End of a lm ost verbatim quotes from Tatu. 

Finally, th e s taff writer concludes, Tatu told him that in the West, 
es p ecially in Austria, there are now many Czech 1'semi- emigres" 
Tatu thinks that at least for the present they do not want to establish 
c ont a c t wit h our station since they are still watching to see how events 
d evelop in Czechoslovakia. Many of them still want to return and do not 
want to burn their bridges. But very shortly, in two or three weeks a 
series of books will appear in the West in English, French and German, 
written by these semi-emigres, but even these books will come out 

with pseudonyms. 

The Czechs have no hopes for interference from the West and they have 
given up counting on help of the West long ago. All their hopes hang only 
on a change in the Soviet leadership since they know from their Soviet 
friends about the inevitability of radical changes in the next two years. 


