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Overview 

The term “heresthetics,” coined by political scientist
William H. Riker, concerns the arts of verbal persuasion 
and structuring circumstances to achieve victory. Faced 
with political opposition, a heresthetician utilizes these 
techniques to reframe the situation and gain 
supporters. Many great politicians have used political 
manipulation to succeed, but with ‘manipulation’
having a negative connotation, heresthetics is an 
alternative for signaling the use of these techniques. 

Chapter 1. Lincoln At Freeport 

When losing on a decision, the best heresthetical choice 
is to divide the majority by offering a new alternative 
that is preferable to the current frontrunner. This forms 
a new coalition composed of those that prefer the new 
alternative. While the heresthetician’s art of creating 
effective alternatives differs from other forms of 
invention, it requires the same level of genius and is 
often more immediate upon impact. 

One such heresthetician was President Abraham 
Lincoln. In 1858, while campaigning against Stephen 
Douglas for the Senate, Lincoln created an unwinnable 
scenario for Douglas. At events throughout Illinois, 
Lincoln asked Douglas one question that consistently 
vexed him and revealed his weaknesses: “Can the people
of the United States Territory, in any lawful way, against the 
wish of any citizen of the United States, exclude slavery from 
its limits prior to the formation of a state constitution?” 

The question itself was not what ensnared Douglas, but 
rather its context. The Constitutional Compromise of 
1787 made slavery a local, not national, issue. Over the 
years, Federalists became Whigs, which spawned the 
Republican Party, who shifted their focus from 
Southern supporters to radical Northern Democrats. In 
slavery, the Federalist-Whig-Republican coalition 
found an issue they could win on for years, consistently 
holding the White House and congressional majority. 

Democrats responded by pushing the slavery 
discussion out of national discourse and into localities. 
The Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854 attempted this by 

leaving the issue of slavery to the territories. This failed, 
resulting in the ‘Bleeding Kansas’ civil war. 
Additionally, the Dred Scott case (1857) implied that 
slaves had no standing in federal court, even in free 
territories, which conflicted with the Constitution. 

Here, Lincoln split the Democratic Party and posed a 
dilemma for Douglas who was running for Senate and 
hoping to run for presidency in 1860. Saying the 
territories could exclude slavery would please 
Northern Democrats, but alienate radical Southerners. 
This improved Douglas’s chances in Illinois in 1858, but
hurt his later presidential campaign. Saying ‘no’ would 
seem like catering to southerners, displeasing Illinois 
Democrats and hurting Douglas’s Senate chances while
helping his presidential bid. Douglas answered ‘yes’ 
and became Senator. Meanwhile, Lincoln secured the 
1860 Republican nomination thanks to his heresthetical 
maneuver years before, and became president. 

Chapter 2. Chauncey Depew & 
The 17th Amendment 

While seemingly simple, amalgamating opinions or 
votes in any political system is complicated. If it were 
simple, heresthetical devices would not work so easily. 
The key to this puzzle is manipulating voting outcomes 
indirectly by manipulating the agenda. How does one 
do this, though? The obvious way is to be a committee 
member for the agenda. However, even ordinary 
members can do this by creatively exploiting rules. 

Chauncey DePew, a man admired by some, and 
considered emblematic of everything wrong with 
politics by others, delayed the adoption of the 17th 
Amendment (direct election of Senators) for 10 years. 

The Constitution’s framers declared that since Senators 
represented the states, state legislatures should elect 
them. But many Senators acted against their 
legislature’s wishes, since there was no consequence for 
doing so. It seemed like direct elections would not 
remedy this problem; the issue was largely a matter of 
taste. 


