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The Research Essay: “Imaging Your Topic”

Congratulations!  You have finally decided on the general theme of your research
project.  However, choosing a broad topic is only the first step in crafting your essay.
The next step requires honing your topic into a project that works conceptually and is
also feasible to execute.  In order to do this, you need to start “imaging” your paper.
What is your specific topic, and how do you want to structure your essay?

As discussed previously in the section on choosing your research essay topic
(see sub-subunit 2.1.1), you do not want to bite off more than you can chew with
respect to your topic.  In some instances, you will have settled on a research essay
topic which is by its very nature so specific that you need not worry about further
refining your topic.  However, many of us will stride confidently into the library with a
topic in mind only to emerge discouraged by the sheer number of books already
addressing our subject.  Do not lose hope!  Read through a couple of the more recent
publications on your topic to get a firm handle on the subject material.  While reading,
ask yourself two key questions.  First, do all of the authors agree?  If not, where is the
current debate on the topic?  Understanding current debates will allow you to focus your
energies on developing an argument that is new and interesting.  Two, ask yourself
what it is about this material that interests you specifically?  When you know the
answers to these two questions, go back and refine your library search.  You will find
that the number of books you are required to read has been reduced significantly, and
you can begin to create a topic that is feasible and interesting to you.

Once you have a specific topic, begin reading everything you can about it.
However, do not be surprised if your focus begins to quickly shift.  This is a natural part
of the researching process for historians, and very few of us end up with the topic or
argument we initially imagined going into our projects.  The more you read, the more
frequently unexpected questions will pop into your head.  You will also notice that your
initial topic does not interest you as much as you thought.  Instead, halfway through
your fourth book, you notice the same question keeps coming to mind, and you begin to
ask yourself: “Why has nobody addressed this?  It seems so obvious.”  When this
revelation occurs to you, I urge you to seize the opportunity and investigate.  Often, you
will find you have a much better topic than you initially had.  Even better, you have
already done much of the reading!  Of course, it is human nature to resist changing
one’s topic.  The old saying that one does not change horse midstream has been too
firmly ingrained in our minds.  However, if the topic you are switching to is more
appealing, more dynamic, and more novel, go for it.  Your experience will be far more
rewarding.  That being said, I must warn you to not allow your mind to wander too
much.  If you forever jump from one topic to another, you will never have the chance to
sit down and start “imaging” your essay.  The key is balance.  Be flexible enough to alter
your project and argument but confident enough to realize when you have found the
best project possible in the amount of time allotted to you.

Now that you have done much of the reading and have a general idea of what
you want to argue, you must sit down and draw up a coherent structure to your paper.
For many people, organizing one’s thoughts into a paper is the dullest part of the writing
process.  Reading and pontificating are much more fun.  However, the structure of your
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paper is key to creating a coherent essay with a cogent argument.  Although having a
whirlwind of thoughts in your head can be an exhilarating feeling, you must tame these
thoughts, if you want to begin writing.  Your paper must have a clear thesis in an
introductory paragraph, in which you explain your thesis (i.e. your argument) and how
your paper intends to prove your thesis.  What follows then is the body of your text in
which you work to prove your argument in a clear and orderly fashion paragraph by
paragraph; each paragraph should focus on a relevant point that justifies your thesis.
Finally, you must have a conclusion in which you remind your reader of your initial
argument, the steps you took to prove it, and why it is important.

The easiest way to structure your paper is by writing a detailed outline of your
paper.  In other words, you need to physically image your paper before you start writing
it.  Consider using the following basic outline:

I. Thesis Paragraph
a. Your argument
b. The three points you will use to prove your argument

II.  Point One
a. Example one
b. Example two
c. Example three
d. How these examples support your argument

III. Point Two
a. Example one
b. Example two
c. Example three
d. How these examples support your argument

IV. Point Three
a. Example one
b. Example two
c. Example three
d. How these examples support your argument

V. Conclusion Paragraph
a. Reiterate your initial argument
b. Explain how your individual points worked together to prove your

argument
c. Remind your reader why your argument is important.  What does it

mean?

Of course, this is just a rough template.  Feel free to personalize your outline.
Include important page numbers you want to cite from various books and be as specific
or as general as you feel is necessary.  If you create an outline for yourself, it expedites
the writing process and allows you to concretely visualize your essay.  You may
reference back to your outline as you write.  The result is a much smoother and more
rewarding writing experience.


