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Veblen’s Theory of Political Evolution and the Ultimatum Game:
A Radical Institutionalist Understanding of 2016 Presidential
Election

Avraham Izhar Baranes'

The 2016 United States presidential election has been seen as a battle
of competing, unappealing ideologies: the continuing neoliberalism of
Hillary Clinton and the Democratic Party, or the new nationalism of
Donald Trump and the Republican Party. With Donald Trump
emerging victorious, two questions must be asked. First, what were
the underlying issues that made Donald Trump’s nationalism
appealing to voters, especially those in the “rust belt”? Second, in
what way can those opposed to nationalism resist its spread? This
paper investigates these issues with respect to what I refer to as
Thorstein Veblen’s Ultimatum Game. At the end of The Theory of
Business Enterprise, Thorstein Veblen (1904) posited that once the
“machine system” has become fully engrained in communal life, a
capitalist economy has two paths forward: towards socialism, or
towards fascism. Putting this into an ultimatum game framework, I
view the election of Donald Trump as a rejection of the offer of
neoliberalism from Hilary Clinton, rather than an acceptance of the
nationalism of Donald Trump. I then argue that the path forward for
those on the left is clear: push for a progressive agenda that
emphasizes the instrumental and industrial features of the machine
system, emphasizing the issues of income inequality, under- and
unemployment, and the disappearing social safety net. . [Article
copies available for a fee from The Transformative Studies Institute.
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