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GENERAL COMMENTS

Instructor

Looking firstly at the content of the essay, the point
about the continuing impact of political ideologies
(p. 1) is well made. As noted on page 2, "culture" (p.
2) is an extremely woolly and imprecisely defined
term, and the plural "cultures" even more so. This
lack of precision is often the cause of endless
conflict across interdisciplinary fields like Celtic
Studies, with the "complex whole" definition by
Edward Tylor (not Taylor) one of the worst
offenders. The implication that there will be some
kind of correlation between, say, the language,
artefacts and social practices of a given "culture" is
one of the primary reasons for controversy and
disagreement, when real world examples show
that these cultural elements do not correlate, and
can be spread independently of each other. 

The point about the "Inuit" peoples of the
Canadian North is very well made. As for the
relationship between culture and "society" (p. 3),
we here hit upon another poorly defined word,
which does not allow us "to determine where one
group begins and the other ends" (p. 5).

The "concrete, demonstrable material culture"
referred to on page 5 may be subsequently subject
to abstract speculation on what the tangible
evidence tells us about the intangible aspects of
social life such as power relations, beliefs and
social structure. Collis' assertion that "the tribe was
the primary source of ethnic identity" (p. 6) being a
case in point. What aspects of "material culture"
could have informed him of this, or also that "there
is likely to have been some feeling of common identity
across Europe"? 

Although sometimes the case, there may also be
Celticists, principally linguists, who are not
romanticising the European past (p. 6), but rather
highlighting continuity from past to present via the
philological route. Very few, if any, sceptics deny
the linguistic link between, say, Gaulish and Welsh.
Their objections are based on something else,



usually using Celtic as an "ethnic" label, with
"ethnic" yet another weakly defined term. 

This brings us back to Collis' point about the
"tribe" being the primary source of identity, and
that Caesar's Celtae were a specific group located
exclusively in central Gaul. This may indeed be the
case. However, the Celtae (like the Belgae) were not
a tribe! The Aedui, the Arverni, the Bellovaci, the
Carnutes, the Senones - these were tribes, but also
Celtae, as well as "part of some feeling of common
identity across Europe" - so we have three
different levels of identity at least. There may have
been even more within individual tribes.  

The contrast between the same points being made
by a majority as opposed to a minority people, and
the connection to politics, is clearly argued (pp 11-
12), and the point about the debate not being Celt
versus English (p. 13) is also valid. Following from
the Conclusion (p. 14), it is indeed hard to believe
that Edward Lhuyd is thought to have chosen the
label "Celtic" as the name for his new branch of
languages (rather than Brittonic or Gaulish) at
least partially because he felt it was
uncontroversial! 

This essay is very well written in the main (but
note the occasional error) and has approached a
difficult topic in a comprehensive manner. It is also
willing to express opinions on controversial
subjects, and do so with conviction. 
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