How to Propose a Research Topic

I. Begin with a subject that interests you.  Narrow it down. For ex:
I am interested in ancient medicine (VERY broad) 
I am interested in ancient healing practices involving the mind and/or imagination (narrower, but still broad)
I am interested in Incubation and Dream Interpretation in the Asclepian sanctuaries in Ancient Greece (Sufficiently Specific)

II. What are some angles that you might pursue in relation to your topic? (These are just some examples of MANY possible…)
· Philological analysis of “Regimen 4” in the Hippocratic Corpus (“About Dreams”)
· Examining literary and epigraphal evidence, examine types of “cures” prescribed by physicians after incubation
· Comparison of the practices of incubation at Epidaurus, Saqqâra (Egypt), and Syria
· Anthropological comparison between incubation therapy in ancient Greece and incubation therapies (or other shamanic practices) in other cultures
· How/when/where/why did incubation emerge, and how did the practice change over time and place?
· Dreams and “medicine” in Homeric literature
· Treatment process during incubation at the sanctuary of Asclepius at Epidaurus

III. Choose one of the above as your topic’s FOCUS. That’s not to say that you may not address related topics in your research project; but, any forays into related areas should have a very strong relationship to your chosen focus.
· Anthropological comparison between incubation therapy in ancient Greece and incubation therapies (or other shamanic practices) in other cultures

IV.  What kinds of EVIDENCE and SUPPORT will I need?
· literary, material and epigraphical evidence about incubation in ancient Greece
· critical studies about Asclepian healing techniques in ancient Greece
· anthropological studies of other cultures that practice incubation
· literary, material, or epigraphical evidence referenced by these studies
· general studies about Dreams, symbols, and the use of the imagination in healing practices (works of Sigmund Freud, Carl Jung, Mircea Eliade, Branislaw Maninowski, etc.)

V. Do a little research: are there sources available?  YES!!  A very preliminary bibliography after a good day’s work:
Aesclepian Incubation as a Shamanic Practice?
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VI. Develop your ideas into a specific, thoughtful question that your entire project will address.  You might think of the “topic” as the mission statement of your paper.  Every paragraph should align with your mission “question”.
Which of these is a better guiding topic and why?
1. How does  incubation therapy at Asclepian sanctuaries in ancient Greece compare with the incubation practices of other cultures?

2.  Numerous anthropological studies have indicated that shamans in a variety of cultures employ nightime ritual in conjunction with dream incubation to induce healing during altered states of consciousness. To what extent does incubation therapy at Asclepian sanctuaries in ancient Greece “count” or “not count” as a shamanic practice? 

3. Numerous anthropological studies have indicated that shamans in a variety of cultures employ nightime ritual in conjunction with dream incubation to induce healing during altered states of consciousness.  What elements of incubation therapy as practiced at the Asclepian sanctuary at Epidaurus in the 5th and 4th centuries BCE resemble or differ from those practiced by shamans of other cultures?

 


