
F
AR-RIGHT leaders across Europe, including 
French presidential hopeful Marine Le Pen, 
held a political summit last weekend fol-
lowing Donald Trump’s inauguration as US 
president.  The meeting in Germany under-

lines how much right-wing populism seems on the 
march in key countries across the Western world.

 And it is Europe which will provide a lodestar in 
2017 for whether this conservative breed of anti-es-
tablishment politics will continue to find fertile 
ground, and potentially change the political complex-
ion of the continent.  In elections beginning with the 
Netherlands in March, where polls indicate the 
far-right Freedom Party could emerge as the largest 
single group in the legislature, left and centrist parties 
are under pressure from insurgency parties champi-
oning Eurosceptical, anti-immigrant platforms.

France, which alongside Germany has traditionally 
been the “twin-engine” of EU integration, will perhaps 
be the key election to watch.  The reason is that the 
election of National Front candidate Ms Le Pen, who 
has a realistic, outside shot at victory, and who visited 
Trump Tower in New York earlier this month, would 
have big international implications, not least given 
her campaign promises to take France out of Nato, the 
eurozone and the wider EU.

Ms Le Pen has called for closer ties with Russia, es-
poused anti-Americanism, and questioned the need 
for Nato in the 21st century, asserting that it now ex-
ists to serve “Washington’s objectives in Europe”.  Her 
rhetoric on the EU is just as heated, and she has called 
for a speedy French referendum on membership of 
the union. 

 While Ms Le Pen is not currently the favourite, she 
leads the latest presidential polls, and the French polit-
ical mood is very volatile.  This is indicated in the sur-
prise choice of the centre-right for its presidential can-
didate, former prime minister Francois Fillon, who en-
joyed an unexpected, late surge in November to beat 
Nicolas Sarkozy and Alain Juppe, to secure his party’s 
nomination. 

Meanwhile, the ruling Socialists, who finalise their 
choice of candidate on Sunday between Benoit  

Hamon and former prime minister Manuel Valls, ap-
pear in disarray after Francois Hollande, the least pop-
ular president since records began, became the first in-
cumbent since the Fifth Republic was created in 1958 
not to seek re-election for a second term.  Already, 
some Socialists are looking outside their own party 
ranks to independent presidential candidate Em-
manuel Macron, who once served in Mr Hollande’s cab-
inet, who has surged in polls in recent weeks on a cent-
rist platform and is currently running a close third be-
hind Mr Fillon who, in turn, trails Ms Le Pen.

 In this unpredictable, potential political vortex, Ms 
Le Pen is running a Trump-style populist campaign 
and said last weekend that “2016 was the year the 
Anglo-Saxon world woke up (with Brexit and Trump’s 
victory)... I am sure 2017 will be the year the people of 
continental Europe wake up”. 

POLITICAL UNCERTAINTY
Polls indicate she could navigate her way through the 
first round ballot in April, knocking out the Socialist 
candidate, and then potentially face-off in May 
against Mr Fillon or Mr Macron.

 Conventional wisdom is that Ms Le Pen would lose 
hands-down if she got through to the second-round 
run-off election.  In part, this stems from the experi-
ence in 2002 of her father, Jean-Marie, when he stood 
on a National Front platform against right-of-centre in-
cumbent president Jacques Chirac.

Then, leaders of almost all French parties, includ-
ing Socialists, urged supporters to vote for Mr Chirac 
as the perceived lesser evil and he won over 80 per 
cent, the largest landslide in a French presidential elec-
tion.  However, it is significantly more uncertain 
whether a similar dynamic would play out in 2017 if 
Marine Le Pen got through to the run-off stage. 

To be sure, some early polls indicate, for instance, 
that Mr Fillon would crush Ms Le Pen in such a 
head-to-head, but this is by no means certain.  This is 
not least given that the former prime minister is cham-
pioning a radical free-market economic programme 
that many on the left and centre ground may find 
hard-to-swallow, especially when Ms Le Pen is posi-
tioning herself as a champion of anti-globalisation.

 While the election in France is key, significant un-

certainty also hangs over the important ballots in Ger-
many and the Netherlands too.

In Germany, incumbent Angela Merkel is presently 
favourite to win power again, but is facing her 
toughest ever election fight, and could yet lose out. 

While her defeat would be a major blow to the 
European establishment given the central role she has 
played in helping manage the continent’s crises in re-
cent years, she would likely be replaced by another 
pro-EU politician in Berlin who would not represent 

the political contrast that is being offered in France 
between Ms Le Pen and her rivals.

One poll in November found around 40 per cent of 
Germans wish Ms Merkel not to seek a fourth term, 
and her approval ratings are around 20 percentage 

points lower than the 70 per cent she enjoyed in the 
summer of 2015.  Symbolic of her troubles is the rise 
of the far-right Alternative for Germany (AfD) founded 
less than a half decade ago as an anti-euro group 
which has, since then, tapped into discontent towards 
her immigration policies, and is polling at almost 15 

per cent nationally, with seats in more than half of 
state legislatures.

Meanwhile in Holland, the far-right Freedom Party 
will find it hard to form a legislative majority with co-
alition partners, even if it does emerge as the largest 

single party.  For now at least, other groups assert that 
they will not work with the party and its leader Geert
Wilders, who was convicted last year for incitement to 
discrimination, given the extreme positions he es-
pouses. 

Taken overall, the 2017 elections have the poten-
tial to change the political complexion of Europe. 
While the ballots in Germany and Holland will see 
anti-establishment, far-right forces gaining ground, it 
is the French poll that could be the one to watch given 

that the election of Ms Le Pen would generate such 
sizeable international shockwaves.

❚ The writer is an associate at LSE IDEAS (the Centre 
for International Affairs, Diplomacy and Strategy) at 
the London School of Economics
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ON Nov 8 last year, in a surprise move, 
Prime Minister Narendra Modi an-
nounced that the two largest cur-

rency bills, accounting for 86 per cent of cur-
rency in circulation by value, would be invalid 
immediately. This shock move led to a nation-
wide commotion and outrage.

Two months on, it appears that the costs 
of the cash crunch are outweighing the bene-
fits. Some economic and political fallout of 
the bold move are inevitable in the short 
term. It should not be a surprise if Modi suf-
fers some setbacks in state elections that are 
approaching.

India embarked on economic reforms in 
the early 1990s in response to a severe bal-
ance of payments crisis. Monetary and fiscal 
policies were tightened, tariffs were reduced, 
and the pervasive industrial licensing system 
was liberalised. These reforms unleashed mar-
ket forces and placed the economy on a 
higher growth path. India’s share of global 
GDP had also started to rise somewhat and 
there was talk of the emergence of a “Shining 
India”.

But these hopes were dashed when the 
private-sector-led economic growth due to 
“first generation” reforms ran out of steam 
and the world economic environment turned 
unfavourable after the global economic crisis
of 2008-2009.

Narendra Modi was elected as Prime Minis-

ter in 2014 on a platform of economic re-
forms. The centre-piece of his programme 
has been the “Make in India” campaign which 
seeks to encourage foreign and domestic in-
vestors to invest in the manufacturing sector. 
The campaign is being supported by three 
programmes: Skills India (the human re-
source component); Digital India (the commu-
nications component); and Smart Cities (devel-
opment of 100 smart cities). A key constraint
is infrastructure, hence the government plans 
to construct 30 kilometres of road a day com-
pared to two km day under the previous ad-
ministration.

The “Make in India” campaign and its sup-
porting policies  were implemented in a  
gradual and politically sustainable manner. 
An experimental approach was adopted in the 
case of sensitive reforms such as labour mar-
ket reforms which were first adopted in the 
state of Rajasthan and subsequently replic-
ated in several other states.

Gradualism had worked and the country’s 
economic growth had increased to 7.2 per 
cent in FY2014/15 and 7.6 per cent in 
2015/16 making India the fastest growing ma-
jor economy in the world.

In 2016, PM Modi accelerated the pace of re-
form and went for the “shock therapy” of de-
monetisation. Over two months on, while the 
costs of demonetisation have been mounting, 
the benefits have become less obvious.

Initially, the cash crunch ground India to a

halt. But now some semblance of normalcy 
has returned although there are still limits on
the amounts that can be withdrawn from 
ATMs and bank deposits. Part of the reason 
for the high costs were the delays in printing 
and distributing the newly minted currency 
notes and the need to recalibrate ATMs be-
cause the size of the new notes were different 
from the old ones.

A survey by the All India Manufacturers’ Or-
ganisation has suggested that there was a dra-
matic drop in business activity and rising 
lay-offs in the month following the demonet-
isation. Recently, the carmaker Maruti Suzuki
reported that its car sales had fallen by 4.4 per 
cent in November 2016 as compared to the 
same period in 2015. Sales in the consumer 
durables sector had also fallen by 37 to 38 per 
cent that month.

The government has predicted relatively 
robust growth of 7.1 per cent for FY2016/17 
ending in March but this forecast does not 
fully account for the impact of demonetisa-
tion. Most private sector economists have 
placed the growth forecast for this fiscal year
at a lower rate of 6.3 to 6.4 per cent.

BENEFITS OF DEMONETISATION
The key benefits of demonetisation were to 
be the elimination of black money and the de-
tection of fake currencies of high denomina-
tion favoured by terrorist groups and corrupt
officials. It appears that these benefits have 

not been realised as most of the “old cash” in 
circulation has been deposited in bank ac-
counts. This happened because almost every-
one with unexplained cash in hand found a 
way of bringing it into the banking system by
depositing it in the accounts of friends, do-
mestic help, and agents who were willing to 
do so for a fee.

Although  deposits  above  a  certain  
threshold limit are still being scrutinised by 
bankers and tax officials, it is likely that ulti-
mately most of the liquidity would re-enter 
the system and it would be “business as 
usual” once again for both black marketers 
and others. If this happens, somebody would 
have to take the blame for causing so much 
pain. Another perceived benefit of demonet-
isation was to be the increase in transactions 
through digitisation and move to a “less cash” 
economy.  Here  some success  has  been  
achieved, but from a very low base. In recent 
months, Paytm, a popular e-wallet has seen a 
three-fold increase, while Oxigen Wallet’s 
daily users has spiked by over 160 per cent. 
The recently launched mobile payment app 
by the government called BHIM is also very 
popular.

Now even small vendors and rickshaw 
drivers in urban areas are offering ways to 
pay via electronic means. The situation in the 
rural areas is, however, quite different.

Digitisation has also led to an increase in 
tax revenue. Recently, India’s finance minister 

announced that direct tax collection had risen 
by 14.4 per cent and the federal government’s 
indirect tax collection by 26.6 per cent since 
demonetisation began.

Although costs of demonetisation have 
been outweighing the benefits, so far, voters 
have been willing to back Mr Modi because 
they feel he is doing a good job and is trying 
to clean up a corrupt system. If the problem 
persists and black money is simply recycled 
into new deposits and currency, however, the 
ruling party could suffer losses in the forth-
coming state elections in five states – Uttar Pra-
desh, Punjab, Uttarakhand, Goa and Manipur.
Besides, black money is held not only in high 
denomination bills but also in property and 
gold.

The implementation of the goods and ser-
vice tax (GST), a key effort of the government 
to transform Asia’s third largest economy into 
a single market by April,  could also be 
delayed. This is because protests against the 
demonetisation policy by the members of the 
opposition parties have led to serious disrup-
tions and delays in Parliament.

❚ The author is associate professor and 
coordinator of the International Political 
Economy Programme at the Centre for 
Multilateralism Studies at the S Rajaratnam 
School of International Studies (RSIS), 
Nanyang Technological University, Singapore. 
This commentary was published earlier as an 
RSIS commentary 

By Xavier Pavie

TEACHING innovation has come of age. Over the last 
20 years, the teaching of innovation has undergone 
drastic changes, and it has now become a discipline 

that is as thorough as it is relevant for organisations seeking 
to secure their growth. Thanks to an abundance of theories, 
innovation processes with their conceptual titles – ranging 
from the blue ocean strategy to open innovation and busi-
ness model canvas or design thinking – have succeeded in 
characterising not only the necessary structuring phases for 
converting ideas into innovation, but also how these should 
evolve to reach a certain level of sophistication that limits 
the risk of failure (without ruling it out completely). 

This renewed interest in innovation has helped define 
more mature processes, and has also helped shape the creat-
ive phases that nurture these mechanisms, which have adop-
ted methods and tools that have become stronger and more 
solid. Traditional benchmarks and business intelligence 
have been complemented with now commonplace tech-
niques, such as brainstorming, mindmapping, or scamper, 
to name a few. However, no matter how varied and plentiful 
these methods are, they cannot replace the behavior of the in-
novator – the basic attitude innovators must adopt if they are 
to offer new value propositions to their organisations. In 
other words, how we teach innovation today cannot limit it-
self to simply passing on a set of techniques. We must con-
vey and instill a particular way of being, a mindset. 

For Aristotle, one of the essential qualities of a true philo-
sopher is an ability to wonder, to be amazed, because this is 
what will ultimately lead the philosopher to knowledge. This 
requires opening oneself to the world, to be in awe of what it 
has to offer, to take a new look at the world, abandoning the 
lens, steeped in former certainties and habits, through which 
we see the world. This ability to be amazed is not dissimilar 
to the stance innovators must take to imagine new offers. 
Their ability to observe the world differently, to face new situ-
ations and to be surprised by their environment is precisely 
what enables them to draw up novel proposals. 

Biomimetics is one of many examples of how a field of 
study can transform observation of nature in perpetual evol-
ution into possible innovations. The renowned Dr Devi Sh-
etty based the business model of his hospital on that imple-
mented by the production of Xerox photocopiers. This is a 
prime example of serendipitous innovation, the unexpected 
imagining of an invention, very often in an unrelated field of 

research. 

TEACHING IMAGINATION
Imagination is something we must teach. It is true that meth-
odological mechanisms are critical for the successful trans-
formation of an invention into an innovation. However, these 
processes would not be possible without the imagination 
which led to the idea in the first place. Instead of simply train-
ing innovation technicians, we must train individuals who 
embody and promote the values of wonder and curiosity, of 
a thirst for knowledge and eagerness. In other words, we 
must promote the value of imagination and advocate imagin-
ation as a value. 

Imagination is not an innate quality; we are not fixed at 
birth with a greater or lesser ability to imagine. Imagination 
must be cultivated, educated; it is something that is taught 
and passed on. As mentioned earlier, imagination is the abil-
ity to be amazed, and so our sense of awe is something we 
need to cultivate. Transdisciplinarity is a valuable example 
of this, and we will not be able to train imaginative innovat-
ors if we limit ourselves to traditional normative frame-
works, trapped in the confines of a classroom. 

An initiative that Essec Business School has been offering 
for several years under the name of iMagination Week falls 
within this perspective. It is a week-long festival that invites 
students to imagine the world of the future, whereby stu-
dents will draw up concrete proposals to depict the future 
world, the way they see it. By meeting a wide variety of ex-
perts – ranging from paleontologists and astrophysicists, to 
punk rock singers and specialist chocolate and jam makers – 
students are given a taste of imagination to experiment with 
through group projects. By hearing biomimicry advocates, 
squatters, and astronauts, students rediscover their sense of 
wonder, but also their own ability to imagine. On another 
level, inviting artists-in-residence on such occasions offers 
students first-hand witness of imagination in action.

Diversity and transdisciplinarity are values promoted by 
all. However, we are still somewhat overcautious when it 
comes to tearing down the normative structures of our tradi-
tional education. Of course, it is true that some fields can and 
should still be taught within the established framework. But 
the teaching of innovation must be challenged in every way 
possible, in order to help the builders of future worlds bring 
their imagination to fruition.

❚ The writer is a professor at the Essec Business School and
director of its iMagination Centre
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