Thirty-six years on, Tiananmen massacre survivors call for justice amid escalating repression under Xi Jinping
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On this day, 36 years ago, the world witnessed a tragic turn of events as thousands of innocent lives were lost during a brutal crackdown on pro-democracy protests in Beijing's Tiananmen Square. The events of June 4, 1989, where students and citizens clamoured for reform, freedom, and accountability, are etched in history as a catastrophic failure of governance and humanity. British diplomatic cables estimate the death toll may have reached as high as 10,000, pushing the limits of atrocity and highlighting the severity of the crackdown.
In a recent statement, the Tiananmen Mothers, a group of bereaved families whose loved ones were killed, injured, or imprisoned during the protests, called for an independent investigation into the massacre. “The bereaved will never forget,” they declared. Their persistent grief underscores the notion that the false narrative propagated by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) cannot erase the reality of the suffering experienced during that dark chapter. For the regime, June 4 remains a day wiped from the nation’s collective memory, with no commemoration permitted in mainland China. Even in Hong Kong, known for its previous memorial vigils, such gatherings have been banned since 2019, reinforcing a climate of fear where even lighting a candle can lead to imprisonment.
Despite the overwhelming suppression, the legacy of the 1989 protests has not vanished entirely. The repression of freedoms in China has intensified under Xi Jinping's leadership. Reports indicate increasing authoritarianism, with escalating persecutions aimed at various faith groups and dissenting voices, notably the Uyghurs and Tibetan activists. The actions of the CCP signal a commitment to maintaining control through fear and violence, evident in the establishment of clandestine operations abroad, targeting expatriates and critics.
Nevertheless, as the landscape has transformed, so too have the hopes and desires of the Chinese population. Many citizens express a longing for freedom, a sentiment echoed in recent protests like the White Paper movement in 2022. These events demonstrate that despite decades of repression, the yearning for democratic ideals persists. 
Even as the Chinese state appears undeterred and continues its authoritarian ascent, the broader international community must grapple with its complicity in the regime's actions. The decision by the United States to grant China "permanent normal trading status" in the early 2000s now faces scrutiny, suggesting that engagement with a government enacting widespread human rights violations requires reassessment. Advocacy for targeted sanctions against individuals implicated in human rights abuses, alongside conditional diplomatic relations, emerges as a crucial pathway to address ongoing injustices.
International figures, including U.S. Secretary of State Marco Rubio, have reiterated the brave actions of those who lost their lives in the 1989 demonstrations, labelling the ideals of freedom and democracy as universal. However, amid rising geopolitical tensions and ongoing trade disputes, the challenge becomes not simply whether to engage with China, but how to reconfigure that engagement towards responsible and ethical terms. 
In light of Xi's consolidation of power, which some argue has only strengthened in the wake of economic challenges, the need for a paradigm shift in how the free world interacts with the CCP grows ever more urgent. Calls exist not only for the release of political prisoners but for a collective moral awakening that places human rights above financial gain. Figures like Jimmy Lai, jailed for expressing dissent, represent the millions still yearning for justice and liberation.
As we recall the events of Tiananmen Square, it reminds us of the courage displayed by ordinary citizens in their pursuit of dignity and freedom. It compels us to reflect on the broader implications of their sacrifices and to confront the realities of authoritarianism in today's world. Will the free world finally stand up to the oppressive regime in Beijing, placing principles over profits? The legacy of Tiananmen calls us to action, urging a redefinition of our moral responsibilities towards those living under tyranny.
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