	
	
	

	
	'Within the context of the Celtomania and Celtoscepticism debate, analyse whether the Celts are subject to unfair scrutiny when compared to, for example, the Germanic   or Anglo-Saxon peoples.'
	

	
	
	




[bookmark: _Int_hW3MdP7z]The Celts were an early Indo-European people whose presence spanned all across Europe, from the Iberian Peninsula (Spain and Portugal) and the British Isles to the Balkan region (south-eastern Europe). In the modern day, ‘Celtic’ is used to refer to the six ‘Celtic Nations’ - Scotland, Ireland, Wales, Cornwall, Brittanny and the Isle of Man[footnoteRef:20828] – Albeit the term ‘nation’ is used rather loosely as of the six, only the Republic of Ireland is an independent and sovereign state, and the remaining five exist as constituent states of larger political bodies, with Scotland, Wales, Cornwall and Northern Ireland being a part of the United Kingdom, and Brittanny being a part of France. [20828:  Encyclopaedia Britannica, Celt, https://www.britannica.com/topic/Celt-people] 

In the study of Celtic history, there are two prominent debates: Celtomania, an approach which is generally enthusiastic about the Celts and paints their culture and beliefs in an idealistic way, and Celtoscepticism, which instead is more critical towards the Celts and questions how valid it is to apply the term ‘Celt’ to ancient people and cultures. These two positions were first given their names by Patrick Sims-Williams in the Cambrian Medieval Celtic Studies academic journal in 1998.
Celtomania in historical academia is largely the result of a changing view of the Celts in a cultural sense. As part of the Romantic movement in the eighteenth century, there was a heightened emphasis on nature, emotion rather than reason, and a focus on folk culture and ethnic cultural origins.[footnoteRef:3474] This cultural change was also applied to how the Celts were viewed, and their general view was altered from them being dangerous to them being noble and the druids were seen as examples of spirituality that should be emulated by intellectuals.[footnoteRef:29009] This cultural change began to seep into the historical views of the time, an example being ‘The Poems of Ossian’ by James Macpherson in 1736, which was a collection of supposed Gaelic poems, but in truth, were simply Macpherson’s own creations albeit with Gaelic phrases and stories implemented. Whilst these poems were essentially fake, they still stimulated interested in genuinely preserving Celtic literature. Although Celtomania had a prominent place in academia following the Romantic movement, it’s influence eventually faded away going into the nineteenth century. [3474:  Encyclopaedia Britannica, Romanticism, https://www.britannica.com/art/Romanticism]  [29009:  Romanticism and Celtomania » World history] 

Celtoscepticism as an academic position is one more grounded in facts and evidence. Celtosceptism revolves around challenging the idea of applying the term ‘Celt’ to a single, cohesive ethnic group. This is backed up by the fact that medieval Irish, Scots, Welsh, and Bretons lacked a sense of cultural unity, and can been seen in the mistake of classifying the Germani as Celts,[footnoteRef:28557] and that there has never been a single tribe or people that outright claimed the name or language of Celtic – and any possible examples of such being used with specifics, i.e. the word ‘Keltoi’ being used generally to refer to a ‘barbarian’ or ‘alien’ group that were assumed to inhabit western Europe – and nowhere was the term ‘Celtic’ applied to those who inhabited the British Isles.[footnoteRef:5925] In fact, the idea that the inhabitants of Britain were related to what the Greek historian Herodotus referred to as ‘Celts’ (once again based off of the world ‘Keltoi’, so inherently meant nothing more than an alien group) only appeared in the seventeenth century and was based off of the grounds of the Breton language being similar to the languages of the western British Isles – implying that the people of these regions are related, or were at one point the same.[footnoteRef:2732] [28557:  Bernhard Maier, “The Celts: A History from earliest times to the present”, (Edinburgh University Press, 2017), pp. 7-9]  [5925:  Simon Jenkins, “The Celts: A Sceptical History”, (London: Profile Books, 2022), p. 2]  [2732:  Jenkins, pp. 12-13] 

It is of no doubt that the term ‘Celtic’ and its associated people have been under rigorous debate and scrutiny regarding its accuracy and applicability, however, could the attention devoted to the Celts disproportionate to that of other ethnic groups, and could such attention be considered unfair? A good comparison to make would be with another European ethnic group, such as the Germanic group. The term ‘Germanic’ shares similar roots to that of ‘Celtic’ - they were both used by the Greeks/Romans to refer to an ethnic group that had no real or defined associations or parameters, they were both applied to historical phenomena in the modern period (with the exact meaning of both terms being disputed), and they both helped western and central European peoples define their own identities. Despite what similarities they seem to bear, the two do diverge from one another when placed into a modern context. ‘Celtic’ in the modern day is used primarily to refer to the survival of languages such as Welsh or Scottish Gaelic, whereas ‘Germanic’ had merely been employed to create and invoke a sense of national identity. What the term ‘Celtic’ does not have is the negative connotations attached that the term ‘Germanic’ has gained following the mid-twentieth century due to the actions of Hitler’s NSDAP[footnoteRef:20781] – in the modern day, describing a place or time as being ‘Germanic’ often carries a message of oppression by a foreign power. Comparing these terms does also highlight a trait that ‘Germanic’ has which ‘Celtic’ does not: ‘Germanic’ languages can be traced back to their common origins, whereas the languages of Ireland or Scotland cannot.[footnoteRef:13081]  [20781:  Maier, pp. 287-289]  [13081:  Maier, p.288] 

[bookmark: _Int_0Wiwzxme]But the term ‘Germanic’ is not without its uncertainties either. As previously said – like ‘Celtic’ - ‘Germanic’ is a term that was used to refer to an ethnic group that had no complete definition, and this means that the term ‘Germanic’ could theoretically apply to anyone. So, naturally, the term ‘Germanic’ has also been under debate regarding who exactly it applies to, although its discussion is often marred by the nationalistic and radical messaging that the term has garnered in the twentieth century, so the topic is one that must be handled with care. Historian Roland Steinacher refers to the term ‘Germanic’ as “a way for the Romans to impose order over the barbarian world and not a meaningful name for a coherent cultural group”.[footnoteRef:27271] What is generally referred to as a ‘Germanic’ people typically share no cultural or ethnic identity and – at most – only share linguistic similarities, which would not be enough to declare them as a unified group.[footnoteRef:29853]  There have even been cases of arguments being made against the idea of a single ’Germanic’ people that mirror that of the Celtosceptic argument against a single ’Celtic’ people. This argument is based on the idea that the term ’Germanic’ was applied externally onto an ethnic group by more modern historians, rather than being an accepted namesake from the people who are having this name put upon them. With the lack of any sort of uniform cultural identity, this would make the term ’Germanic’ merely a term of scientific convention.[footnoteRef:7319] [27271:  Erica Buchberger, Interrogating the ‘Germanic’: A Category and its Use in Late Antiquity and the Early Middle Ages, ed. Matthias Friedrich and James M. Harland, The English Historical Review, Volume 137, Issue 589, December 2022, Pages 1793–1795, https://doi.org/10.1093/ehr/ceac220]  [29853:  Shami Ghosh, Writing the Barbarian Past: Studies in Early Medieval Historical Narrative. (Brill’s Series on the Early Middle Ages 24.) Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2016. Pp. xiii, 315, https://doi.org/10.1086/692443]  [7319:  Daniela Frusicone,” On ” Germanic”” The Heroic Age: A Journal of Early Medieval Northwestern Europe, Issue 14 (November 2010), https://jemne.org/issues/14/fruscione.php?] 

[bookmark: _Int_wVx7GYI6]Overall, under the Celtomania and Celtosceptic debates, the ‘Celtic’ people have received near constant analysis and scrutiny from historians aiming to define exactly who the ‘Celts’ were, more so under Celtoscepticism than under Celtomania, as the latter was mostly based off of aiming idolatry towards the Celts whereas the former was the one that focused on actual debate regarding what made a group Celtic. Despite the attention given to the Celts, they are not the only ethnic group that has gone under this debate, as seen with the ‘Germanic’ group of people who have received similar scrutiny to the point of both debates having near identical arguments. It is plausible to believe that the Celts receive more attention than other ethnic groups, but that doesn’t necessarily indicate that such attention is negative or a detriment in any way – if anything it would achieve the opposite and allow for the historical knowledge and understanding of the Celts to develop further more quickly. Another important consideration is that perspectives change, and eventually there is the possibility that the Celts become more understood in academic circles and the attention that is given to them may be turned onto similar topics and other ethnic groups to build a stronger understanding of Europe and it’s inhabitants.

Bibliography
Britannica. 2024. ‘Romanticism’, Encyclopedia Britannica, ed. by René Ostberg <https://www.britannica.com/art/Romanticism> [accessed 28 December 2025]
Buchberger, Erica. 2022. ‘Interrogating the “Germanic”: A Category and Its Use in Late Antiquity and the Early Middle Ages, Ed. Matthias Friedrich and James M. Harland’, The English Historical Review <https://doi.org/10.1093/ehr/ceac220>
Cronan, Dennis. 2017. ‘Shami Ghosh, Writing the Barbarian Past: Studies in Early Medieval Historical Narrative. (Brill’s Series on the Early Middle Ages 24.) Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2016. Pp. Xiii, 315. $175. ISBN: 978-9-00430-522-9.’, Speculum, 92.3 (University of Chicago Press): 825–26 <https://doi.org/10.1086/692443>
Fruscione, Daniela . 2010. ‘Fruscione—on “Germanic”’, Jemne.org <https://jemne.org/issues/14/fruscione.php> [accessed 1 January 2026]
Jenkins, Simon. 2022. The Celts: A Sceptical History (Profile Books)
Maier, Bernhard. 2017. The Celts: A History from the Earliest Times to the Present, Second Edition (Edinburgh University Press)
‘Romanticism and Celtomania» World History’. 2026. World History <https://www.worldhistory.biz/ancient-history/54698-romanticism-and-celtomania.html> [accessed 28 December 2025]
The Editors of Encyclopedia Britannica. 2018. ‘Celt | History, Institutions, & Religion’, Encyclopædia Britannica <https://www.britannica.com/topic/Celt-people> [accessed 19 December 2025]
	
	
	



