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The one idea

Mongol doctrine says leave the cornered enemy a way out, because a man with no exit fights to

the death and that is expensive. Beijing in June 1989 is the exact configuration that doctrine

exists to avoid — and it was produced by both sides at once.

This is not a moral claim. It is the cost argument, and it is the third analysis in this series to land on

the same place. 

The doctrine, stated plainly

Gabriel's distilled maxim list puts it in one line: "Sometimes it is better to leave a surrounded enemy

an avenue of retreat rather than cut him off entirely. As long as there is a way to survive, it is

always  possible  that  the  enemy can  be  made  to  surrender.  The  psychology  of  survival  is  an

important element in human motivation; use it to your advantage."

The reasoning is economic, not merciful. A surrender costs you nothing and a last stand costs you

your own men. The exit is a price reduction.

And the Mongols learned it from the receiving end. In China their own line of withdrawal kept

closing behind them: the Chinese would rebuild "the city walls, dams, dikes, and other fortifications

and restocking them with civilians and soldiers," which "often blocked the Mongol avenue of retreat

whenever they encountered an army to their front. In a number of cases, the Mongol generals had to re‐

capture the same city or fortress several times." The doctrine is reciprocal. It bit its own authors.

Beijing · the configuration Subotai warns about, built twice

The crowd closed the Army's exit. On the night of 3 June, six thousand soldiers sat immobilised:

"marooned islands in a sea of citizens." A student handbill recorded the intent — "The crowd would

not let them leave and wanted to wait for dawn so that the entire populace of the city would see the

government's cunning." Brook adds the consequence: "That made the soldiers even more desperate to

withdraw."

The command closed its own soldiers' exit from reality. Units arriving at Qinglongqiao "had been on

the road for several days and had been cut off from the outside world for I don't know how long…

They hadn't been allowed to see television or read the newspapers." Troops were sent into a city

they had been given no accurate picture of.

And the soldiers believed they were the cornered party. At the museum, troops grabbed stacked

crowd-control barriers and set them up facing civilians lying on the ground. The eyewitness is precise

about what he saw: "I didn't feel that they were going to attack us: they thought they were going to be

attacked, right down this corridor where we were lying."

Count the exits on the night of 3–4 June. The citizens had no exit — martial law, and the Square was the

point. The soldiers had no exit — physically blocked, informationally sealed, and convinced they were under

attack. The only party that could have opened one was the Martial Law Command, which had instead pre-

positioned marksmen. Three actors, zero available retreats.
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The finding

Subotai's  maxim  identifies  a  specific  failure  state:  no-exit  produces  maximum  cost  for  the

stronger side as well as the weaker. Beijing produced it on all three axes simultaneously, and the

casualty pattern is what the doctrine predicts for that state rather than what either side intended.

Brook's long-run verdict reads as the bill for it. "In the short term, Deng Xiaoping did manage to

break the rock of popular solidarity against his government.  In the long term, real authority has

slipped from the grasp of the Party leadership." He frames it with Xun Kuang's ruler-as-a-boat-on-

the-sea-of-the-people  and  Xun's  warning  that  relying  on  force  is  "like  trying  to  break  a  rock  by

throwing eggs at it" — and notes that Sun Wu, for all the deception in The Art of War, "stressed that vi‐

olence should be exercised only to preserve peace and human life."

The convergence worth naming. The Gulag analysis found a coercive system that failed on its own

accounting. This one finds a doctrine that recommends mercy on cost grounds, from a commander

nobody would call merciful. Two independent bodies of evidence, one conclusion: cornering people

is the expensive option, and it is expensive for the party doing the cornering.

The honest limits

Gabriel's maxim list is a modern staff-college distillation, not a Mongol document.

It is a 20th-century officer reading 13th-century campaigns for transferable lessons. The Secret His‐

tory contains  no  such  maxim  in  that  form,  and  the  Mongols'  habitual  practice  was  wholesale

massacre "to inspire  fear  and cause disruption".  The exit  was offered when it  was cheaper,  and

withheld when terror was the objective. 

And the parallel is structural, not equivalent. Subutai was conducting a foreign campaign against

armies; the Martial Law Command deployed against its own unarmed civilians. The doctrine transfers

as a cost model. It does not transfer as a justification, and nothing here suggests the two situations are

morally comparable.

One  thing  genuinely  does  not  fit. Subotai's  exit  is  offered  by  the  stronger  side  as  a  calculated

concession. In Beijing the Army's exit was closed by the weaker side, deliberately, as a political demon‐

stration — the citizens were doing the cornering. That is the same inversion found in Lesson 21: the gap

is now run by whoever is weaker, and the killing ground has moved.
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