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Introduction and Context of the Source
Jane Webster's 2001 article appeared in the peer-reviewed journal Britannia, which focuses specifically on the study of Roman Britain. Webster is an archaeologist who published this piece during a significant period of change in archaeological methodology, when scholars were increasingly questioning traditional approaches to the study of ancient religion.[footnoteRef:1] Her article is best understood as part of a broader intellectual shift in archaeology during the 1990s and early 2000s, when the influence of anthropology and post-colonial theory began to reshape how scholars interpreted the past. [1: Jane Webster, 'Ethnographic Approaches to the Study of Roman-Celtic Religion', Britannia, 32 (2001), 1-22 (p. 1).] 

The timing of Webster's article is important. It appeared at the turn of the millennium, when heated debates were taking place in British archaeology about whether the concept of Romanisation remained useful for explaining cultural change during the Roman period.[footnoteRef:2] Webster enters directly into these debates, and her article can only be fully appreciated when understood within this scholarly context. [2: Webster, p. 3.] 

The Central Argument
Webster's central argument challenges the way archaeologists have traditionally studied Roman-Celtic religion. She contends that archaeology has focused too heavily on physical evidence such as statues, temples, and ritual objects, while neglecting what these items actually meant to the people who used them.[footnoteRef:3] Her key proposal is that archaeologists should adopt ethnographic methods borrowed from anthropology. Ethnography involves studying how living cultures practise their beliefs, and Webster argues that examining modern religious practices can provide useful insights into how ancient religions may have functioned. [3: Webster, p. 5.] 

Webster emphasises that religion involves not just objects but also actions, beliefs, and social meanings that cannot be fully recovered through material evidence alone.[footnoteRef:4] This is an important and thought-provoking point. Much of what makes religion meaningful to its participants, such as prayer, storytelling, and shared ritual performance, leaves no physical trace whatsoever. Webster is right to draw attention to this gap in archaeological knowledge. [4: Webster, p. 7.] 

Theoretical Perspective and Use of Sources
Webster adopts a clear theoretical perspective strongly influenced by post-colonial theory. She critiques what she calls traditional Romanisation theory, which portrayed cultural change under Roman rule as one-directional, with Celtic peoples simply abandoning their own practices and adopting Roman customs.[footnoteRef:5] Webster argues that this view is both oversimplified and disrespectful to the complexity of cultural interaction. Instead, she supports viewing cultural change as negotiated, with Celtic peoples actively choosing which Roman elements to accept and creatively blending the two traditions. [5: Webster, p. 9.] 

The article draws on a diverse range of sources to build this argument. Webster uses archaeological evidence from religious sites across Roman Britain, including temples and ritual deposits.[footnoteRef:6] Significantly, she also incorporates ethnographic studies from various world cultures, particularly examples from African and South American societies where traditional religions are still practised. These comparative examples are used to identify patterns in religious behaviour that Webster suggests might also apply to ancient contexts. [6: Webster, p. 10.] 

Webster also engages with classical texts by Roman writers such as Caesar and Tacitus, though she is careful to note that these sources reflect Roman biases and may misrepresent Celtic beliefs.[footnoteRef:7] Her critical treatment of these texts is one of the article's genuine strengths, as she avoids the naive acceptance of Roman accounts that has sometimes characterised older scholarship. [7: Webster, p. 12.] 

Strengths of the Article
Webster's work has several notable strengths. Most importantly, she forces archaeologists to examine their own assumptions about how to interpret material evidence. By arguing that objects alone cannot reveal beliefs, she encourages more thoughtful and reflective approaches to studying ancient religion.[footnoteRef:8] Her ethnographic comparisons open interpretive possibilities that purely archaeological methods might otherwise miss, and this willingness to think across disciplinary boundaries is admirable. [8: Webster, p. 14.] 

The article is also thoroughly researched, drawing on sources from archaeology, anthropology, and classical studies. This breadth of reference strengthens Webster's credibility and shows that she has engaged seriously with the relevant literature.[footnoteRef:9] Furthermore, she writes clearly and accessibly, making complex theoretical concepts understandable to archaeologists who may not be familiar with anthropological theory. Her criticism of Romanisation theory is well-supported and convincingly argued. [9: Webster, p. 15.] 

Weaknesses and Limitations
Despite these strengths, the article has weaknesses that deserve consideration. The most fundamental problem with ethnographic comparison is the underlying assumption that ancient peoples behaved in similar ways to modern communities.[footnoteRef:10] Every culture is unique, separated from others not only by geography but also by time, language, and historical circumstances. The patterns Webster observes in contemporary societies may simply not apply to the ancient Celts, and this is a significant logical weakness in her argument. [10: Webster, p. 17.] 

Additionally, although Webster effectively critiques traditional Romanisation theory, she provides relatively few concrete alternative interpretations for specific archaeological finds.[footnoteRef:11] The article succeeds better at identifying problems than at offering solutions, which limits its practical usefulness for archaeologists working with specific evidence. Some critics might also argue that her approach risks making archaeological interpretation overly subjective if material evidence is downgraded in favour of theoretical comparisons. [11: Webster, pp. 18-19.] 

Relationship to Other Scholarship
In terms of its relationship to other scholarship on Celtic religion, Webster's work both supports and extends existing research. Her emphasis on the complexity of Celtic religious practice aligns with scholars such as Miranda Green, who has long warned against oversimplifying Celtic beliefs.[footnoteRef:12] However, Webster goes further by specifically advocating ethnographic methods as a practical solution to the interpretive problem, which represents a genuine contribution to the field. [12: Miranda J. Green, The World of the Druids (London: Thames & Hudson, 1997), p. 11.] 

Webster's perspective directly challenges older works such as Stuart Piggott's 1960 study, which took a more traditional descriptive approach focused on cataloguing evidence without significant theoretical reflection.[footnoteRef:13] Her article fits within broader archaeological trends during the 1990s and 2000s that combined multiple methodologies and theoretical frameworks, and it has encouraged subsequent scholars to think more carefully about interpretation. [13: Stuart Piggott, 'Archaeological Evidence for Celtic Ritual Practice', Proceedings of the Prehistoric Society, 26 (1960), 8-28 (p. 9).] 

More recently, scholars such as Raimund Karl have continued the kind of critical reflection on archaeological method that Webster helped to promote, examining how assumptions about Celtic religion can distort our reading of the evidence.[footnoteRef:14] This suggests that Webster's article has had a lasting influence on the field, even if some of her specific proposals remain contested. [14: Raimund Karl, 'Druids in Archaeology: Fact, Fiction, or Something in Between?', The Journal of Celtic Studies, 12 (2012), 45-70 (p. 46).] 

Conclusion
Overall, Webster's 2001 article is a valuable and thought-provoking contribution to the study of Roman-Celtic religion. Its main strength lies in encouraging archaeologists to reflect critically on the limits of their own methods and to consider what material evidence alone cannot reveal.[footnoteRef:15] [15: Webster, p. 20.] 

At the same time, the article's reliance on ethnographic comparisons rests on uncertain foundations, and it raises more questions than it answers in terms of practical interpretation. Nevertheless, for a foundation-level student of Celtic religion or ancient history, this article provides an important lesson: that understanding the past requires not just collecting evidence, but thinking carefully about how we interpret it and what our own assumptions might be bringing to that process.
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