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INTRODUCTION
There is no record of any ancient historical source calling the inhabitants of Britain or Ireland Celts, but despite this, many of the peoples of Ireland, Scotland, Wales, Cornwall and the Isle of Man identify as Celtic.[footnoteRef:1] While there are clear cultural differences between these groups, there are certain commonalities in their cultures, languages and traditions that unify them under the Celtic umbrella. This essay aims to explore the arguments for and against referring to the people of modern-day Britain and Ireland as ‘Celtic’. Regardless of the ambiguities of the origins of Celtic identity, in the modern age, it is clear that many people strongly identify with the term, and hold it in high regard.  [1:  Amgueddfa Cymru, ‘Who Were the Celts?’, 5 June 2021. <https://museum.wales/articles/1341/Who-were-the-Celts/> [accessed 14 November 2025]  ] 

THE ANCIENT CELTS 
It may be helpful to start with a general overview of what exactly a Celt is. In academia, it is generally accepted that ‘Celt’ was a term used in Classical sources to describe a diverse diaspora of tribal groups who inhabited much of Europe, including the British Isles, during the Iron Age.[footnoteRef:2] However, each discipline uses its own area of research to further explore this concept.  [2:  Amgueddfa Cymru, 2021. ] 

Historians emphasise the importance of ancient writings and documents in identifying the Celts. Historians utilise historical sources from the ancient Greeks and Romans, who wrote about various Celtic groups.[footnoteRef:3] This is not a watertight method, however; many of these ancient records have been lost to time, only discovered through later – sometimes centuries later – references, which have themselves sometimes been lost, creating a ‘chain’ of lost knowledge.[footnoteRef:4] It is safe to assume that some of the information in these lost writings could have been diluted or misinterpreted over the years. There is also, of course, the issue of bias to contend with. Some of the Roman sources, for example, writing for a Roman audience who wanted an interesting tale, took great creative license when writing about the Celts.[footnoteRef:5] They may have made them seem fiercer, stronger, less intelligent or intellectual as it suited them. Tacitus, in Annals XIV-XXX, writes:  [3:  Raimund Karl, ‘The Celts in Antiquity: Crossing the Divide Between Ancient History and Archaeology’, Revista Brasileira de História, 40.84 (São Paulo: ANPUH, 2020), 167-192.]  [4:  Karl, ‘The Celts in Antiquity’.]  [5:  McDonald, Alexander, ‘Sources of Tacitus', Brittanica (n.d.). <https://www.britannica.com/biography/Tacitus-Roman-historian/Sources> [accessed 14 November 2025]. ] 

In the style of Furies, in robes of deathly black and with dishevelled hair, they brandished their torches; while a circle of Druids, lifting their hands to heaven and showering imprecations, struck the troops with such an awe at the extraordinary spectacle that, as though their limbs were paralysed, they exposed their bodies to wounds without an attempt at movement.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  McDonald, n.d.. ] 

This characterisation presents an idea that the Britons were wild, uncivilised, terrifying and otherworldly, therefore positioning themselves as more credible, stoic, and ultimately ‘correct’. 
The archaeological view draws heavily from material culture to understand the geographical origins and spread of Celtic tribes, as well as gain firsthand insights into their cultural practices. While archaeology yields tangible artefacts that were created by the Celts themselves, as opposed to a third party account, bias may still pervade, in that relatively few objects can survive in Britain and Ireland; an already challenging environment is being impacted greatly by climate change, destroying potential evidence.[footnoteRef:7] Another difficulty in finding evidence is that throughout history, the British Isles have been colonised, invaded and razed many times over; Blue Shield discusses this issue in the context of the Middle East.[footnoteRef:8] Archaeologists themselves are not immune to bias, with Dietler writing:  [7:  Gillian Taylor and Rosie Everett, ‘How Climate Change Is Washing Away Precious Evidence of Our Distant Past’, The Conversation, 1 February 2022, doi:10.64628/AB.umpfdmggu. ]  [8:  Blue Shield, ‘Lack of Awareness’, Blue Shield United Kingdom (n.d.).  <https://www.ukblueshield.org.uk/lack-of-awareness.html> [accessed 11 November 2025]  ] 

Archaeology appears to offer the promise of restoring the indigenous voice of the Celts by allowing their material culture, their own creations, to speak directly to later generations. However, this apparent communication is an act of interpretation by modern scholars. As such it remains an alien perspective subject to caveats that include, most critically, a realization of the social situation in which interpretations are formed.[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  Michael Dietler, ‘'Our Ancestors the Gauls': Archaeology, Ethnic Nationalism, and the Manipulation of Celtic Identity in Modern Europe’, American Anthropologist, 96.3 (New Jersey: Wiley, 1994), pp. 584–605, p. 599.] 

The linguistic approach is rather different, and easier to understand from a modern viewpoint. It is believed that the Celtic language family developed from Proto Indo-European, some time in the second millennium BCE.[footnoteRef:10] For the purposes of this essay, the British Isles are the focus. Here, most of the remaining extant Celtic languages – Cornish, Irish, Manx, Scots Gaelic and Welsh – are still spoken to a degree. These languages are in various states of endangerment and extinction due to English being the dominant language for many centuries, in part due to the history of language suppression.[footnoteRef:11] There are strides being made to revive the Celtic languages of Britain and Ireland, as they are an important part of retaining an independent identity and preserving cultural heritage.[footnoteRef:12]  [10:  Wolfgang Meid, 'Celtic Origins, the Western and the Eastern Celts', Proceedings of the British Academy, Volume 154, 2007 Lectures (University of Innsbruck: British Academy, 2008), 177-199. Pp. 179-180. ]  [11:  Monica Maya-Martinez, 'Welsh Language: A National Treasure', Civil Service, 19 July 2022 <https://civilservice.blog.gov.uk/2022/07/19/welsh-language-a-national-treasure/> [accessed 13 November 2025]. ]  [12:  Love Gaelic, ‘Revival Is Possible, but It Requires Strategic, Sustained, and Widespread Support.’, Love Gaelic, 7 May 2025 <https://www.lovegaelic.com/post/success-and-failure-in-language-revival-a-tale-of-two-celtic-languages> [accessed 14 November 2025]. ] 

THE MODERN CELTS
It is important to consider that this essay is focused on modern, not ancient, Celts. Celtic peoples did not, it appears, historically refer to themselves as Celtic; it was originally an outsider term used primarily by the Greeks and Romans, although some Classical sources did state that certain Gaulish tribes referred to themselves as Celts.[footnoteRef:13] Today, the term has been reclaimed by modern day Celts.  [13:  Oxford Reference, ‘Celt’ (2015), doi:10.1093/oi/authority.20110810104554662.] 

There is a strong stereotypical image of what a Celt was, that often features kilts, Irish music and intricate knotwork, blue tattoos, fierce independence and drunkenness.[footnoteRef:14] Thus, it is fair to say that many see Celts as being creative, excitable, independent and strong. These are traits that some may already possess or aspire towards, which could explain, to a degree, why one may choose to identify as Celtic. There is another side to the modern view of Celticity, too, that portrays Celts as almost-mystical beings. This is quite a common assessment of ancient peoples, especially when exploring their cultural and religious beliefs, but when it comes to the ‘Celts’ of Britain and Ireland, it is extremely pervasive, in part due to the ‘Celtic Revival’ of the eighteenth and nineteenth-centuries.[footnoteRef:15]   [14:  Francesca Kaminski-Jones and Rhys Kaminski-Jones, ‘Celts, Romans, Britons: Introduction’, in Celts, Romans, Britons: Classical and Celtic Influences in the Construction of British Identities (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020), pp. 1-18. doi:10.1093/oso/9780198863076.001.0001. ]  [15:  National Galleries of Scotland, ‘Celtic Revival’, National Galleries of Scotland (n.d.). <https://www.nationalgalleries.org/art-and-artists/glossary-terms/celtic-revival> [accessed 14 November 2025]] 

The term ‘Celtic’, difficult to define in academia, is equally ephemeral in the everyday world. Today, people from the six Celtic nations mentioned earlier are those most likely to self-identify as Celtic. Language, of course, should not be the deciding factor; many of the Celtic languages are endangered, with Cornish and Manx facing extinction. Not all ‘Celtic people’ speak a Celtic language, so it would be unfair to use linguistics as an exclusion criterion. It seems that modern-day Celts identify as such mostly because of cultural ties; from media to mythology, to shared experiences. 
Identifying as Celtic has allowed for the peoples of Britain and Ireland to explore aspects of their cultural heritage; Glasgow’s Celtic Connections festival highlights Celtic music, both traditional and new.[footnoteRef:16] Some people describe their Celticity almost as a personal brand; Hackley writes: ‘partaking of the Celtic brand has become a way of expressing the past in the present, the social through the self, and the self through the social’.[footnoteRef:17] [16:  Celtic Connections, ‘Home’, Celtic Connections (n.d.). <https://www.celticconnections.com/> [accessed 14 November 2025] ]  [17:  Chris Hackley, ‘A Celtic Crossing: A Personal, Biographical Exploration of the Subjective Meaning of the Celtic Brand and Its Role in Social Identity Formation’, Journal of Strategic Marketing, 14.1 (2006), 69–76, p. 75. doi:10.1080/09652540500512121. ] 

Identifying as Celtic may function as a sort of signpost to acknowledging collective experiences; many of the peoples of Britain and Ireland have been through historical and recent incidences of colonisation and oppression.[footnoteRef:18] To reclaim the term and identify as Celtic may be a powerful symbol for people with a history of colonisation and oppression. Dieter, writing about Brittany, states:  [18:  Livia Gershon, ‘Britain’s Blueprint for Colonialism: Made in Ireland’, JSTOR Daily, 29 January 2022 <https://daily.jstor.org/britains-blueprint-for-colonialism-made-in-ireland/>.] 

Whatever the historical validity of a model of exclusive ethnic kinship with insular Celts, it has been adopted as a fundamental tenet by the Breton movement and it has helped to spawn a pan-Celtic cultural movement. Breton, Welsh, Irish, Scottish, and Cornish activists attend Interceltic Congresses (an institution started by Villemarque in 1867) and publish in each other's journals.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Dietler, ‘Our Ancestors the Gauls’, p. 595.] 

Therefore, it can be assumed that identifying as Celtic alerts others to a shared history. Irish band Chasing Abbey have created music based on Ireland’s history of oppression by the English. In Íorónta, they write: ‘Tóg an teanga, tóg an talamh / Scrios an cultúr, scrios na daoine’, which translates to: ‘Take the language, take the land / Destroy the language, destroy the people’.[footnoteRef:20] The song is written and performed in Irish, which perhaps makes the message more powerful.  [20:  ‘Chasing Abbey - Ioronta Lyrics with English Translation - Lyrics On Demand’ (n.d.). <https://lyricsondemand.com/chasing_abbey/ioronta> [accessed 14 November 2025] ] 

Identifying as Celtic, while mostly harmless on an individual level, can be more problematic when scaled up. Firstly, the stereotypical view of the Celt, and the fact that there is no real consensus on most of what is called ‘Celtic’, makes for a melting pot of opinions that range from grounded to fantastical. The meaning of Celtic can become confused, and attention to the ‘true meaning’ of Celticity, whatever that may be, is lost. This is mostly an issue in academia, but it is something to be aware of, in the event of another ‘Celtic Revival’. 
There is a darker side to Celticity, however; the manipulation of it. Some far-right nationalists have been known to appropriate the term ‘Celtic’ and the various threads that connect to it, to push agendas.[footnoteRef:21] Dieter writes: ‘popular traditions of regional ethnicity may seem to be a more benign manipulation of the past, but the violent effects of ethnic conflict, fueled by visions of identity rooted in emotionally charged appeals to the distant past, are readily apparent in Europe today’.[footnoteRef:22] With this in mind, identifying as Celtic becomes a delicate label to apply to oneself. [21:  Euan Hague, Benito Giordano, and Edward H. Sebesta, ‘Whiteness, Multiculturalism and Nationalist Appropriation of Celtic Culture: The Case of the League of the South and the Lega Nord’, Cultural Geographies, 12.2 (2005), pp. 151–73, pp. 153-158.]  [22:  Dietler, ‘Our Ancestors the Gauls’, p. 599.] 

CONCLUSION 
Despite the lack of hard evidence for a historical Celtic Britain and Ireland, Celticity is an important part of many identities on the Isles today. To be ‘Celtic’ can be a way to ascribe traits, values and experiences to oneself and one’s community. It is a self-identifier that, in some cases, has been reclaimed and redefined, but also forms part of a network of so-called ‘Celtic nations’ that are working to restore Celtic languages and cultural heritage. While there are pitfalls to be aware of, and much work to be done in terms of unravelling the threads of information about who the Iron Age inhabitants of the British and Irish Isles really were, the term ‘Celtic’ seems to be a good-enough fit for modern groups who use the term, and it is this writer’s opinion that a network of loosely related ‘Celtic’ cultures is, in all probability, quite authentic to the ‘true’ Celts of antiquity. 
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