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Assessing the state of the West today—from the nationalism roiling Europe to America’s fresh
skepticism of long-held alliances and global commitments—some might wonder whether the
Western world order is on the brink of a breakdown. If it is, what will replace it? Parag Khanna,
a Singapore-based global-strategy adviser, has one answer. In “The Future Is Asian,” he argues
that the world’s largest continent—Mr. Khanna would say “megaregion”—is becoming
increasingly blended into one political, cultural and economic unit poised to overtake a waning
West.
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Is the decline of the West, so long predicted, now within sight? A loosely unified Asian “megaregion” may
be its replacement.
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Asia, as Mr. Khanna defines it, is as immense as it is diverse, stretching from the Red Sea to the
Sea of Japan and accounting for 40% of global GDP. This vastness alone makes part of his thesis
feel like a near certainty. Five billion people now make up the Asian megaregion. India and
China are already at more than a billion each, and according to United Nations estimates
Indonesia and Pakistan will each swell to more than 300 million people by 2050. A bet on Asia’s
continued and increasing importance is low-risk.

The more interesting story begins where human civilization did, in West Asia’s Mesopotamia.
Mr. Khanna traces the relations among Asia’s great empires of antiquity—in India, Iran and
China—and discerns a pattern. In European history, war often followed when a rising power
threatened to displace a dominant one—the so-called Thucydides Trap. But in Asia, Mr. Khanna
notes, wars have arisen “when there is a perception of significant advantage over rivals.” So
prospects for regional peace will only improve as India, Japan and Russia strengthen alongside
China. It’s a useful perspective for those too focused on Western precedents for Asia’s
direction.

Throughout, Mr. Khanna’s focus is more pragmatic than ideological, and he prizes governments
for the concrete services they provide to their people. Thus he has little patience for Western
intellectuals who deem liberalism beyond reproach. The future winners in Asia, he says, will be
whoever “best scales new technologies and business models.” Mr. Khanna is particularly
adulatory of technocratic governments—those of Singapore and China, for instance—that favor
precise governance over liberal democracy and human rights. Asia’s biggest democracies, he
says, such as India, Indonesia and the Philippines, don’t need to be more democratic but rather
more technocratic—to focus on data-driven solutions that reduce corruption, improve business
environments and increase accountability in public office.
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He is most bullish about
Chinese-led multilateralism,
especially the Belt and Road
Initiative—Chinese President Xi
Jinping’s trillion-dollar
infrastructure investment plan
to revitalize old Silk Road land
and maritime trade routes
across Eurasia. Beijing is
attempting this through a
combination of loans and
investment in construction
projects, many involving Chinese
firms. To Mr. Khanna, the
significance of the initiative
cannot be overstated. “When we
look back from 2100 at the date
on which the cornerstone of an
Asian-led world order began, it
will be 2017,” he writes, referring
to Beijing’s first BRI summit,
which took place in May of that
year. “The Belt and Road
Initiative is . . . the equivalent of
the mid-twentieth-century
founding of the United Nations
and World Bank plus the
Marshall Plan all rolled into

one.”

But 2018 hardly supports such a description. More than a few countries—e.g., Malaysia and the
Maldives—are now reconsidering current arrangements with Beijing’s bankers, whose loan
terms can cripple the developing countries it works with. The irony is that current
arrangements can hurt China, too, when its BRI partners find themselves unable to meet their
debt obligations. China has lent $62 billion to Venezuela, for example, and could face billions in
default as Caracas spirals toward economic ruin. Such episodes derive in part from the BRI’s
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low lending standards, which will deter the kind of private-firm participation that the initiative
needs to succeed.

Such considerations undercut Mr. Khanna’s claim that the Belt and Road Initiative is “market-
based” and not propelled by ideology. He himself concedes that partners such as Laos and
Cambodia “have already exchanged their strategic autonomy for Chinese cash.” How are such
strategic shifts related to market economics?

Mr. Khanna is right that U.S. policy choices have pushed various trade partners to deepen their
ties elsewhere, and his best example is America’s withdrawal from the Trans-Pacific
Partnership. Yet it would be premature to interpret recent moves as evidence of a permanent
shift, as Mr. Khanna appears to do. Today’s populist “America First” policies are hardly a
crystal ball for the rest of the century.

Similarly misguided is Mr. Khanna’s attempt to portray a suspicion of China’s reliability as a
Belt and Road partner, along with worries over its strategic designs, as a uniquely American
obsession. In his telling, Europe is skeptical of U.S. criticisms of China. But European businesses
are similarly fed up with broken Chinese promises over access to China’s market. Meanwhile,
telecom providers in Germany, France and the U.K.—worried about alleged Chinese-
government involvement and possible spying—are backing away from their use of equipment
made by the Chinese telecom company Huawei.

“The Future Is Asian” offers a valuable and thoroughly researched analysis of one course that
the region may take. Describing Asia’s less liberal societies, Mr. Khanna notes that “the desire
for stability and social order is as natural to humans as the desire for freedom.” But Asians who
acquiesce to strictly controlled politics now may want more freedom in the future. For that,
Asia may still draw its biggest lessons from the West.

Mr. Gayou is an assistant editorial page writer at the Journal.

Appeared in the February 12, 2019, print edition as 'Global Power Shifting East.'


