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One day, Mao unexpectedly came to visit the Dalai Lama at his residence at 

about 8 P.M. During their conversation, Mao suddenly said, "I heard that you 

have a national flag, do you? They do not want you to carry it, isn't that right?" 

After I translated Mao's words, the Dalai Lama asked me, "Who does he mean 

by 'they?'" Although I knew who he meant, I translated this back to Mao, who 

responded frankly that "they" meant Zhang Jingwu, Zhang Guohua, and Fan 

Ming. 

Since Mao asked this with no warning that the topic was to be discussed, the 

Dalai Lama just replied, "We have an army flag." I thought that was a shrewd 

answer because it didn't say whether Tibet had a national flag. Mao perceived 

that the Dalai Lama was concerned by his question and immediately told him, 

"That is no problem. You may keep your national flag." Mao definitely said 

‘national’ flag [tib. rgyal dar]. "In the future," he said, "we can also let Xinjiang 

have their own flag, and Inner Mongolia, too. Would it be okay to carry the 

national flag of the People's Republic of China in addition to that flag? Would that 

be all right?" The Dalai Lama nodded his head yes. This was the most important 

thing that Mao told the Dalai Lama, and I was amazed to hear it. 

My mind was racing. I didn't know whether Mao had discussed this with other 

leaders in the Politburo or whether he mentioned it on his own. As I had always 

paid great attention to the Soviet Union's nationality model, I was excited 

because I took Mao's comment that Tibet could use its own flag to mean that 

China was contemplating adopting the Soviet Union's "republic" model, at least 

for these three large minority nationalities. That's why I thought it was something 

new and very important. 



That night, I went to see Zhang Jingwu to tell him about this. Zhang Jingwu 

listened, and then asked me, "When Chairman Mao said 'they,' who was he 

talking about?" I responded, "He explicitly said you, Zhang Guohua, and Fan 

Ming." Then he asked me whether he had said anything else in addition to 

mentioning their names. I said he hadn't. Just the names. It struck me as odd that 

Zhang had paid more attention to the people mentioned by Mao than to the 

issue. 

Some time later, I mentioned Mao's comment informally to Liu Geping. He 

understood the significance right away and responded the same way I did. He 

did not pay attention to who the "they" referred to instead he was interested in 

the issue. He said, "According to this, it is possible that in the future some 

nationalities, like Tibet, Xinjiang, and Inner Mongolia, could get the same system 

as that of the Soviet Union, while the other, smaller ones would get 'autonomy’. 

He thought that would be wonderful. We both thought that the central 

government must have this idea if Mao had said that. In subsequent years, I 

searched for written mention of this conversation about the flag in party 

documents, but I have never seen it mentioned. 

Many years later, when I was in prison, my mind wandered back to Mao's 

remarks, and I became extremely anxious to leave a record of his conversation. 

At the time-it was 1974 or 1975-1 recognized that I might never be released, the 

Dalai Lama was in a foreign country, and Mao was very old. I became obsessed 

with preserving a record of this encounter, and I wrote it down. 


