Meet Your Four Writing Energies

When Betty Sue Flowers taught English at the University of Texas at Austin, her writing students kept getting stuck. Flowers knew her students needed a new way to think about writing. She introduced them to four writing energies: the Madman, the Architect, the Carpenter, and the Judge. Each has a role to play, she explained. When these energies conflict, the result is writer’s block.

The key to finishing a piece is to manage the four energies so that each plays its role at the right time. A writer who gives the Madman time to explore, for example, will generate many ideas—as long as the Judge withholds a verdict. If every idea is met with critique, the Madman and the Judge will bring each other to a stalemate. Trying to generate ideas while the Judge wields a gavel generally produces nothing but writer’s block. 

So ideally a writer would give the Madman freedom to create, call in the Architect to create a plan, have the Carpenter put the plan into words, and finally invite the Judge to critique the result.

Some of Flowers’ terms carry strong connotations. For example, she saw the Madman as “playful, creative” enthusiasm and freedom to explore; for others, the term has less positive associations. The Judge reminded some of the Inner Critic that can block achievement or self-acceptance, so they looked for less intimidating alternatives.

Here are some variations on Flowers’ names for the writing energies:
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Madman What if...? Artist
Why nat...?
Architect What's the plan? | Arranger;
Designer
Carpenter Build it! Carpenter
Judge Clean it up! Janitor;

Inspector





Richard K. Neumann, for example, prefers Artist to Madman. As a lawyer, he cannot afford to ignore constraints or precedent. However, even in legal writing harnessing the power of chaos is important. So Neumann encourages lawyers to explore a case from all angles, looking for new approaches and innovative ways to apply precedents.

Whatever the names, the roles remain the same: generate ideas, organize them, develop them into a draft, and revise and polish the result.

As we explore these roles, you’ll learn about what each contributes to the writing process and strategies for harnessing each writing energy.

Resources

Betty Sue Flowers’ article Madman, Architect, Carpenter, Judge: Roles and the Writing Process is available at https://webspace.utexas.edu/cherwitz/www/ie/b_flowers.html

Richard K. Neumann’s ideas are described in Simpson’s Win More Cases: The Lawyer’s Toolkit: http://www.win-more-cases.com/toolkit/introduction/artist-inspector-architect-carpenter.html
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