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With love to my kids


And with gratitude to Machiavelli,


for helping me reign them in





PART I



The Experiment Begins
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This story was born out of chaos and crisis. It’s about how a totally frazzled and stressed-out mom applied the strategies of warfare and statecraft prescribed in The Prince to raise a happy, well-mannered family. It’s also about how out of that strategy was born a more relaxed, enlightened, and well-mannered mom. At least at first . . .
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The Prince and the Promise:


Or, What Machiavelli Can Do for You


What if I told you that your children—yes, your children, the ones currently jumping on their beds, slamming doors, tossing fistfuls of cereal on the floor, and bickering, whining, shrieking, fighting, or otherwise trying to kill each other—could be well behaved?


Not just “well behaved,” but really and truly obedient and good.


And not only that—they would enjoy being good. And you would enjoy your time with them, instead of feeling chronically exhausted and enslaved by the impossibly wide array of demands that press in upon you each day as a parent. You know what I’m talking about: those relentless demands on your time, your energy, your finances, your sleep, and your patience, demands on your career, your figure, your friendships, and other important relationships.


What if I told you that there was a new approach, or master plan, that wouldn’t just show you how to empower yourself as a parent, but how to keep that power and use it to help your kids:


• feel more confident and in control of their life . . . and help you feel happier and more relaxed;


• consistently obey your commands . . . without you having to nag;


• appreciate the value of money and hard work . . . and help you save lots of cash;


• master bad habits like back talk and procrastination . . . and help you take action;


• eagerly complete their homework . . . without your having to ask;


• battle boredom with creativity and imagination . . . without your having to entertain them;


• sleep soundly through the night . . . while you regain your sanity, sex drive, and peace of mind.


Most amazingly, what if I promised you that if you use this plan, you will find your own thoughts and feelings about parenting begin to change.


• You will feel more confident, powerful, proactive, and competent.


• You will get more out of your kids with less fight.


• You will stop daydreaming about vacationing alone in Mexico, get your healthy glow back, and might actually put off getting your tubes tied just yet.


Whether you’re a stay-at-home-mom (or dad) or a highly driven career woman, stuck in a rut or searching for a new perspective, this plan will inspire you to take back your power . . . and take back your kingdom.


I thought it was a fairy tale, too. Until I tried the concepts outlined here, which I stumbled across more or less by accident in a five-hundred-year-old tome. I discovered these ideas in a moment of crisis. On the surface, it might have looked like I had everything a mom could want. My kids were healthy. My husband was hardworking, loving, and fun. We lived in a nice home in a neighborhood that I loved. I even had the most coveted and highly prized parental commodity of all: a reliable babysitter.


But . . . no one (except my babysitter) was behaving—not even my cat, who had suddenly developed a strong aversion to kitty litter. My house wasn’t just a disaster; it was a battle zone, so much so that if city commissioners had dropped by for a surprise visit they would’ve had to clean it before they condemned it. And as much as I really do cherish and love my children, I was overwhelmed, exhausted, and out of shape, and I had worn the same tattered old expandable-waist post-pregnancy sweatpants every day since my last set of contractions kicked in.


So it was at a very low point in my life that I stumbled across a copy of Machiavelli’s The Prince. And reading it literally changed my life. Sounds strange, right? But his advice gave me the clarity to see my relationship with my kids in a dynamic new light. Instead of abdicating my power as a parent, I reclaimed it. Instead of struggling each day just to survive, I took command of my life. Instead of begging my kids to be courteous, polite, respectful, and kind; quickly fall into line; and stop drawing on our walls with my Pretty Please MAC lipstick, I insisted on it. And as I continued reading, I felt myself undergo a transformation from a totally beleaguered and defeated modern-day mom to a more peaceful, calm, and enlightened one.


It didn’t happen overnight. And it didn’t happen without some serious bumps along the way (as you’ll see). I ended up taking a lot of Machiavelli’s advice to heart, leaving a little bit on the table, and interpreting other parts rather broadly. But while I started this experiment in a somewhat tentative and haphazard way, I really did find kernels of truth in The Prince that helped me to be a better parent. I hope you will, too.


But instead of asking you to read Machiavelli’s iconic book yourself (though I totally recommend it—seriously, it’s a great read), I will do you one better: I will show you how to use his rules to raise a happier, better-behaved family. Really. I wouldn’t kid you about something as serious as this. And because this approach worked well for me, I encourage you to try to it, too. But if you do, remember this piece of advice: don’t be afraid of your power as a parent. Embrace it—then use it wisely, consistently, and, above all, lovingly.


Good luck!





II


[image: design]


My Machiavellian Moment:


Or, Why I Ever Thought This Experiment Would Be a Good Idea


It was in Southern California, the early years of the twenty-first century, and I was facing an intense moment of crisis. Newly remarried, my husband, Eric, and I had moved in together with our kids and were trying to blend our family. From the beginning, it was total chaos. Not only had we not set any ground rules for trying to govern our family, we hadn’t even established any ground rules for our marriage.


I know. Great plan, right? So somehow (I’m still not quite sure how it happened), virtually all of the household chores fell by default to me. This included all the grocery shopping, the cooking and cleaning, the drop-offs to and pickups from preschool, and all the carpooling, bathing, bill paying, laundry, and diaper changing. At the same time, I was trying to finish the dissertation I was writing as the final requirement for my PhD in history at UC Berkeley, and I had just started a demanding new full-time job writing legal briefs from home.


All of which meant that I was trapped (read: imprisoned!) inside for days at a time with my four rambunctious young kids, whose constant bickering was driving me nuts.


Oh, did I skip that part? Four children. Under the age of eight.


Don’t get me wrong: I love my kids dearly and would walk to the far ends of Dante’s Nine Circles of Hell and back on their behalf. But they also have the uncanny ability to drive me to the brink of insanity.


At six, Teddy, my oldest and most independent if sensitive daughter, would sometimes mimic me by screaming at her siblings when they irritated her with their silly childhood pranks. “Stop following me! Leave me alone! I can’t take it anymore!” she’d howl as they giggled while trying to cuddle up next to her on the couch.


Complicating matters was the fact that I share custody of Teddy with my ex-husband, Paul. He hasn’t remarried and doesn’t have any other kids, which means that he can shower his undivided attention and affection on her in a way that I never can. Plus, whenever she stays with him, his peaceful, well-ordered home is her own little kingdom, where she can reign as she sees fit without so much as a hint of internal subversion or opposition. No one sneaks into her room to steal her beloved white furless stuffed kitten (more about that disaster later). No one rifles through her backpack and tears up her carefully completed homework (more on that epic battle later, too).


Which brings me to my then-three-and-a-half-year-old daughter, Katie. Katie has Down syndrome and is happiness personified. But she can also be infuriatingly stubborn and defiant. Some of her defiance was actually quite impressive in terms of originality, concept, execution, and the sheer creative destructiveness of it. And had she been performing in some sort of early-childhood-drive-your-mommy-totally-insane competition, I would’ve given her a perfect 10. A virtual gold medal winner in insubordination.


Katie is also an accomplished escape artist (more on that little trick later, too). Whenever I took my eyes off her to, say, grab a quick two-minute shower or search for my cell phone, which she had turned off and surreptitiously hidden under the sofa cushions, she’d spring like a fox into action and find something even more cunning and crafty to do.


Meanwhile, her trusty coconspirator was her younger brother, Trevor, who was firmly entrenched in the midst of his Terrible Twos and had a tendency to throw earth-shattering tantrums whenever our cat Lucky managed to escape from his grasp or he otherwise didn’t get exactly what he wanted and exactly when he wanted it.


On top of that, my seven-year-old stepson, Daniel, wanted nothing to do with me. Whenever Eric would disappear from his view for a second or two, he’d rush around the house in a frenzied panic, shouting, “Dad! . . . Dad!! . . . DAD!!! . . . DAAAD!!! . . . DAAAD!!! . . . DAAAAAD!!!! Then he’d return from his search, look at me, and calmly ask, “Do you know where my dad is?” To which I would usually shrug and mumble something like “I don’t know, but I do know he’s not in the laundry room, right?”


These behaviors weren’t sufficient to trigger a maternal breakdown, but, in the aggregate, they made me resent motherhood and question my fitness as a parent.


“I’m a terrible mother,” I’d mutter to myself as I changed yet another diaper and dreamed of the day they were all safely away at college. Then I’d feel guilty for wishing their childhood away.


Still, I desperately wanted to mold them into less irritating little creatures whose constant bickering didn’t drive me to drink, who didn’t suck every ounce of energy out of me with their constant needs, who were more obedient little people who would quickly and predictably submit to my parental commands.


So, like millions of other modern moms, I ignored centuries of wise advice and tried to change them—by yelling, nagging, or ignoring them. This, of course, only made their behavior worse. They’d argue a little louder, slam doors harder, and leave dirty glasses and plates on the table with greater frequency.


One night, after washing the dishes and tucking our kids into bed, I talked to my husband about the mind-numbingly tedious and oppressively isolating tyranny of motherhood. He didn’t understand what I was complaining about and said that staying home all day sounded “great” to him—ha!


“Why don’t you take the kids to the park if you’re going stir-crazy in the house?” he helpfully suggested one cold rainy evening.


“The park?” I said sharply. “Why don’t you take them to the park?”


After a heated exchange, Eric made a hasty retreat to our bedroom and turned on the TV as I stomped off to my office. Too exhausted to work, I sat at my desk and stared at a dusty old shelf of books. It was practically buckling under the weight of dozens and dozens of volumes on history and literature and philosophy that were piled up high upon one another in no particular order of importance.


Even my bookshelf’s a mess, I thought.


And, as I began straightening it, an old copy of The Prince caught my eye. You remember The Prince, right? Maybe you read it in high school or college, like I did. Maybe it’s even moldering away on some dusty old shelf in your basement or study, too. I’d probably cast my glance over that bookshelf a thousand times over the last few years, but this time this particular volume caught my eye.


Pulling it from the shelf, I studied its cover—a portrait of Niccolò Machiavelli dressed in his elegant robes of office. His intelligent, determined eyes stared out humbly at me; his thin lips turned up in a slight, knowing smile; his stance calm, relaxed, powerful, and confident—everything that I was not at that particular point in my life.


Mesmerized, I stared at his beguiling countenance for a while, then opened the book and began reading. I had a vague idea of Machiavelli—his name, after all, is synonymous with duplicity, deceit, and the cunning and ruthless use of power. I also knew that his most famous saying is “The ends justify the means.”


But what, exactly, does he mean by this? I wondered.


I wasn’t sure. So, still too frazzled and mad to go to bed, I decided to sit down and flip through Machiavelli’s slim volume right there and then. And as I started reading, the less tired and more excited I became because what soon became clear is that for some five hundred years this Machiavelli guy has gotten a bad rap. In fact, some scholars believe he probably never said that infamous phrase about the ends justifying the means—and even if he did, his “ends” isn’t acquiring power for the sake of power itself. His goal was actually to acquire and preserve power so as to secure the safety and stability of a state. It’s this stability that helps a prince ensure the happiness and well-being of his subjects.


Hmm, I thought, a stable and safe home? Full of happy and prosperous subjects? Sounds like a pretty good plan, I thought, for both a prince and a parent. And that’s when I got really excited. Maybe I could use Machiavelli’s rules to help me reclaim my kingdom and make my children better behaved.


As it turns out, Machiavelli began writing The Prince when he was in the midst of a crisis similar to mine (okay, maybe that’s a slight exaggeration). But we were both at stressful, critical times in our own lives. For Machiavelli, it was in Florence, Italy, in 1513. Recently fired from his job as a high-ranking diplomat in the Florentine republic, he was unjustly arrested, imprisoned, and repeatedly tortured for his alleged role in a conspiracy to assassinate Cardinal Giuliano de’ Medici and seize the government by force.


Upon his release, things went from bad to worse. Not only had the republic he had faithfully served for fourteen years fallen under the rule of tyrants, he was now barred from government service (the only career he had ever known), banished from his beloved Florence (the city, he once confessed, that he loved more than his own soul), and, in what was perhaps the most emotionally tumultuous turn of events, exiled and sent to live in the Tuscan countryside with his wife and six rambunctious young kids.


Okay, so maybe his problems were a bit more serious than mine. But what we shared was a sense of self-pity and despair at our lot in the world. So what did Machiavelli do? He wallowed in misery for a while, then began plotting his return to public life. Struggling to support his young family, burning with unfulfilled ambition, and totally bored out of his gourd, he resolved to swallow his pride and write a little primer on politics—“this little study of mine,” he dismissively called it—in hopes of gaining favor among the Medicis and obtaining a new government job. And so it was that out of Machiavelli’s intense moment of crisis was born The Prince, the most revolutionary and widely maligned political tract of all time.


Struggling to support his young family? Frustrated and bored? Sounds familiar, I thought. And by the time I finished reading The Prince that night, I was inspired to try a little experiment. Why not try to apply Machiavelli’s rules for a successful kingdom to my life as a mom.


Sounds weird, I know. But, at its core, The Prince is more than just theory. In fact, it addressed an immediate political crisis that Machiavelli had seen with his own eyes—the disunity and ruin of Italy—and was meant to be a practical “how-to” book. A pragmatic master plan. A pithy and pungent no-holds-barred call to action for a cunning and ruthless new ruler to create a strong, unified state—one that would serve the common interests and ambitions of the people in their longing for power, glory, and wealth.


As I thought about this, I realized that all these concepts had great application in my life. Because when I replaced “disunity and ruin of Italy” with “disunity and ruin of my family” and substituted “parent” for “prince,” it hit me that Machiavelli’s little primer on politics could also be used as a parenting manifesto—a pithy and pungent, no-holds-barred call to action for me to create a stronger, more unified family aimed at satisfying the ambitions and best interests of my kids, with a few Razors, Beyblades, and Webkinz thrown in.


Yes, I was desperate for guidance. But truthfully, very few parenting books that I had read in recent years had spoken to me. I have no close family ties that I know of in China. I have no immediate plans to move to France. I know for a fact that I’ve never had the happiest baby or toddler on the block. And despite Dr. Spock’s kindly if antiquated assurance that “we know more than we think we know” as parents, all I knew was that I didn’t know much of anything other than that I felt totally frazzled and incompetent as a mom more often than not. Worse, I wasn’t enjoying the time that I had with my kids—I was enduring it.


And so maybe that’s why Machiavelli’s manifesto on power politics—and power parenting, by extension—spoke to me in such a strange and startling way. Or maybe after changing diapers every day for the better part of a decade, playing Machiavellian mind games helped keep my brain from turning to mush. With a little imagination (and maybe one too many late-night glasses of wine), I began to see parallels between a sixteenth-century Florentine prince and twenty-first-century motherhood and quickly became convinced that the same strategies of warfare and statecraft that Machiavelli prescribed could also be applied to my kids.


Being permissive and nice didn’t work. Begging, bartering, nagging, harassing, or even politely asking didn’t work. But perhaps a pragmatic, tough-minded Machiavellian strategy just might! That was my theory, at least, as I set out to break free from my bonds of maternal misery to become a full-fledged, card-carrying Machiavellian Mom. As you’ll see, this little experiment, this risky family adventure, had its ups . . . and its downs.
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It Is Dangerous to Be Overly Generous:


A Good Ruler Sets Limits


So, one of the first things I learned as I read The Prince is that Machiavelli had a dark and pessimistic view of human nature. In what ways? Well, he observes that men are generally fickle, hypocritical, greedy, and deceitful and that their loyalties can be won and lost. To guard against shifting allegiances, Machiavelli says that a prince must develop a reputation for generosity and goodness. However, he is careful to caution that if a prince is overly generous, he will lose civic appreciation and only increase his subjects’ greed for more.


The same holds true for my kids. Like all moms, I was struggling to meet their every need, to fulfill their every demand. Yet, after I read The Prince, I realized that the more material things I gave them, the more they expected and the less grateful they became. If I gave one scoop of ice cream to Daniel, he’d ask for two. If I carefully prepared three chicken nuggets each for Trevor and Katie, they’d demand five. And if I bought a new toy for Teddy, she’d grab it and grunt without saying “thank you.” Then she’d play with it for eight seconds, toss it aside, and whine, “Where’s Daddy? He’s more fun than you!”


Precious moments like these made me realize that Machiavelli’s maxim “It’s dangerous for a prince to be overly generous” has great relevance in this increasingly materialistic world in which we live, one in which billions of marketing dollars are spent each year in a frenzied attempt to get our otherwise sweet, innocent kids to not only want but insist on having the latest technological gadgets and games—games, I might add, that are instantaneously outdated and replaced by thousands if not millions of more “hip” and ridiculously expensive ones.


The only way out of this trap, I thought, this relentless and seemingly endless parental guilt trip, was to channel Machiavelli and finally tighten my purse straps. Excited by this idea, I decided to apply Machiavelli’s advice to my unsuspecting young subjects when they accompanied me on a trip to Target.


Usually, on outings like these, my little angels would greedily toss DVDs and dolls into our cart without asking or even giving it a thought. And—of course—when I insisted that they remove the booty, temper tantrums would swiftly and predictably ensue.


Not anymore! I thought. And with Machiavelli’s maxims on setting strict limits in mind, I waged a pragmatic and proactive plan of attack. Instead of waiting for disaster to strike, I preemptively stopped the kids at the entrance and handed each of them a ten-dollar bill.


“What’s this?” Teddy suspiciously asked.


“It’s a ten-dollar bill,” I said, stating the obvious.


“I know that,” she said. “But what’s it for?”


“It’s for you to use today,” I calmly explained. “But that’s all you’re gonna get, so use it wisely.”


She got quiet for a while, then carefully folded the bill and tucked it in her pocket.


“What do you say?” I asked, gently but firmly.


“Huh?” she mumbled.


“What do you say?” I repeated.


She looked at me with a strange expression on her face, then smiled slightly and said, “Thanks, Mom.”


“You’re very welcome,” I replied.


Once inside, my troops carefully examined the price of each item they liked, then made a very considered decision.


“What?? Twenty-nine dollars?!” Teddy protested as she examined the price of a Justin Bieber backpack.


I just watched her and did not respond.


“Well, that’s just ridiculous,” she mumbled with disgust as she put the backpack back on the shelf. “It’s not worth that much!”


I just smiled as we moved on.


And here’s the best part of all: our shopping trip was much smoother, my kids were more appreciative, and I saved a lot of cash. Equally important, they learned the value of money as they saw how much things cost—and all because I took parenting advice from Machiavelli!


And as a strange sense of peace and well-being rose up inside of me, I thought, Hypothesis tested, and proven correct! Bring it on!!


It was a small victory. But it gave me confidence. So, more and more over the next weeks and months, I took my cue from Machiavelli whenever I faced a parenting dilemma. And the crazy part: it kept working. That’s the tale I’ll tell you about in the pages that follow.


But even as I applied my Machiavellian plan to my kids, and even as they started behaving better and my stress level plummeted, a small part of me was still skeptical. Did I really want to take parenting advice from a guy whose name is synonymous with morally questionable, self-serving behavior? Don’t his rules seem, well, harsh? And could my kids really be happy being lorded over by a tyrannical mom?


In the end, I was more desperate than skeptical, and I kept implementing his advice, using Machiavelli’s guidebook for statecraft as a manifesto for raising my family. My method: I would carefully apply his rules, one by one, to my kids and observe the results.


And while you might think that using Machiavelli to manipulate your kids into behaving better sounds sneaky or scheming, here’s the thing I learned throughout the course of this enlightening, maddening, and ultimately (I think) successful journey: you can get more out of your kids, with less fight, if you gently influence them to get what you want (and let them think it’s their own idea).


If this is true, then the ends do justify the means, especially if the “end” is having a happy, strife-free family—and a happy, stress-free mom, right? The experiment was about to start in earnest. And before too long, things stopped being so nice and tidy and started to get real.
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The Two Most Essential Foundations for Any Family Are Sound Rules and Strong Disciplinary Forces:


Laying Down the Law


The two most essential foundations for any state,” Machiavelli proclaims, “are sound laws and strong military forces.” Similarly, I reasoned by analogy, the two most essential foundations for any family are sound rules and strong disciplinary forces.


Yes! I thought. That’s just what my family needs—clear rules, and then some strict discipline to enforce them.


First: the rules. One morning, not long after I secretly hatched my Machiavellian plan, I told my kids at breakfast that I would be convening our first “Family Meeting” that evening to lay down some new family rules. I knew that a diatribe on Machiavelli wasn’t going to win them over. So to get them on board, I simply told them that their dad and I, as the leaders of our family, would be setting the cardinal rules. These rules would be absolute, and they would be firmly enforced. But the good news was that the kids could suggest some rules of their own.
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