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IT is impossible to do justice in a 
short article to the feelings of 
excitement, curiosity and won­

der which gripped Van Zyl Slabbert 
and I when we were invi ted t o 
visit Mainland China towards the 
end of last year. A host of images, 
events and a feeling of mystery 
crowded in as we made a very long 
journey to Beijing. 

Our journey to China actually 
started in Dakar. It was there that 
the Chinese ambassador wrote a 
report of the conference and men­
tioned the work of IDASA.Thiswas 
followed up when I was in Zim­
babwe and called on the Chinese 
ambassador to that country. We 
were the guests of the Chinese As­
sociation for Inter­
nat ional Under­
standing. From the 
moment they met 
us at the airport 
unti l they saw us 
off again 10 days 
later, they dis­
played a warmth 
and a generosity 
which exceeded 
our every expec­
tation. To visit for 
the first t ime a 
country which has 
22% of the world's 
populat ion and 
has a civilisation 
dating back thou­
sands of years; to 
visit a land of vast 
propor t ions, in­
credible contrasts 
and an intriguing 
diversity of cul­
tures, simply 
blows the mind! 

We were ex­
tremely fortunate 
t o have the ser-
vicesof Mr I. Ping 
as our translator; 
over the hectic, crowded visit, he 
became a warm friend. 

Our visit was confined to Beijing, 
the capital of China, apart from a 
two-day visit to Tian )in, because of 
the shortness of our stay in that 
country. Despite the heavy sched-
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ule of meetings, interviews and dis­
cussions, time was also made to see 
some of the wonder of the Forbid­
den City, the Imperial Palace, the 
Summer Palace and a visit to the 
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fascinating Great Wall of China. 
Although the discussions on poli­

tics and economics within China as 
wel l as w i t h in southern Afr ica 
formed the highlight of the visit, I 
cannot help but mention the aston­
ishingly wonderful Chinese cuisine 
which we enjoyed at lunches and 
dinners given in our honour. 

During our discussions with poli­
ticians, academics and profession­
als, we were surprised at the know­
ledge which they had of develop­
ments wi th in South Africa. This 
was particularly true of the Faculty 
and students of the Beijing Univer­
sity which we visited during our 
stay. 

That visit took place two days 
after 1 000 stu­
dents marched 
through the streets 
of Beijing voicing 
their demands for 
better study faci­
lities and condi­
tions! No shots or 
tearsmoke were 
f ired, no heads 
were beaten in 
and arrangements 
were made to hold 
further discus­
sions with the of­
ficials concerned. 

Professor Xia 
jisheng. Director 
of the Institute of 
Afro-Asian Stu­
dies, was our host; 
he was particu­
larly well inform­
ed and his paper 
on the South Afri­
can constitution 
could scarcely be 
faulted. 

Bearing in mind 
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in front of the Great Wall of China. been a closed so­
ciety for so long, 

we were struck by the openness of 
those with whom we had discus­
sions and their criticism of their 
past history and in particular of the 
Cultural Revolution. Clearly since 
1979 China has embarked upon a 
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