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
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In the field of Celtic Studies exists the debate where some academics feel that the term “Celt” might be an incorrect blanket label that has been given too generously to groups that may have no wider relevance to each other besides from some tenuous links. On the other side are the academics who feel that the term is correct and will argue that despite some links still remaining missing, there is enough evidence to support that these ancient groups could defined collectively as sharing significant cultural connections. This essay will examine both sides of the debate by exploring the main contentions that have caused this split of opinion. While lastly determining if the scrutiny placed on the Celts caused from this debate is justified or not in comparison to other ethnic groups that do not face similar criticism. 
The debate itself between the Celtosceptics and the Celtomaniacs has existed for decades now, however the root cause of the debate could possibly date back even further to the 17th century leading into the Victorian period. During this period of social and technological advancements, academics such as Edward Lhuyd discovered the first potential linguistic links between the two branches of the modern Celtic languages, Brythonic (Manx, Welsh and Cornish) and Goidelic (Irish Gaelic and Scottish Gaelic) sharing a possible common ancestor language originating from mainland Europe. [footnoteRef:1] The Victorian period saw the rise of modern archaeology along with the ideas of modern statehood and nationalism. These factors lead to a rising interest in Britian’s ancient past and thus would go on to trigger the Celtic revival movement that exists from the 19th century up to the present day. Scholar Fowle describes the Celtic revival movement as.  [1:  John Davies, A History of Wales (Penguin, 1994), p. 54.] 

The Celtic Revival was a Romantic reconstruction of Britain’s ancient past. Based on the discoveries of archaeologists and antiquarians, linguists and social anthropologists, it was, at least initially, an attempt by artists to regain contact with their cultural roots and emulate a bygone age. [footnoteRef:2] [2:  Francis Fowle, ‘The Celtic Revival in Britain and Ireland: Reconstructing the Past’, in Celts: Art and Identity, ed. by Julia Farley and Hunter Fraser (British Museum Publishing, 2015), pp. 234–59 (p. 234) <https://www.research.ed.ac.uk/en/publications/the-celtic-revival-in-britain-and-ireland-reconstructing-the-past/> [accessed 6 December 2025].] 

The romanticized view of the Celts, whilst sparking an interest into a group that had fallen out of the collective consciousness for several centuries also created an overly fantasized view that scholars of the time and to the present day find concerning due to the potential lack of historical accuracy. 
Professor Cunliffe, who is also an outspoken Celtosceptic describes in his book that Lhuyd discovered the key linguistic link that connects the modern Celtic languages together to a shared common ancestral Celtic language. Earlier scholars without this knowledge had only rediscovered Roman and Greek sources from non-Celtic writers to base their theories on. Cunliffe credits Scottish historian George Buchanan as the author who brought the term Celt out of the primary sources and into the academic world in 1582.[footnoteRef:3] While the debate around the validity of the Celt term did not exist in the period that Buchanan lived, his theory is similar to that of a Celtosceptic. Buchanan believed that inhabitants of modern-day Scotland and Ireland descended from migrating Celts from their potential homeland in Western Iberia, and the lands of modern-day France or northern Italy, while the southern natives of the British Isles are descended from another group, the Galli who came from the lands of Gaul.[footnoteRef:4] The evidence discovered by Lhuyd does not directly disprove Buchanan’s theory as the linguistic connections do reveal the Goidelic languages are indeed different to the Brythonic languages. This may suggest despite the common ancestor language linking the two branch members, that the speakers of these early languages may have been different groups of people that could have arrived at different times and from other locations to each other. Without any other supporting evidence, it cannot easily be determined if Buchanan’s theory is true, this lack of any other vital supporting evidence is one of the main issues Celtosceptics have in the debate.  [3:  Barry Cunliffe, ‘Chapter 13 Reinventing the Celts’, in The Celts: A Very Short Introduction, 2nd edn (Oxford University Press, 2003), pp. 112–14 (p. 114).]  [4:  Cunliffe, ‘Chapter 13 Reinventing the Celts’, p. 115.] 

Archaeology stands as the main point of argument presented by Celtosceptics. The argument is that academics are using the term Celt too broadly and that there was not a distinct ethnic group of that nature in both the Iron Age and the Classical period. Archaeologists have so far discovered two key points of evidence for a Celtic culture, one is the earlier Hallstatt culture and the other is known as La Tène. Both of these cultures are named after the areas where their discoveries were made. Some Celtosceptics such as archaeologist Pope believes that Celtic used broadly to refer to peoples of the Iron Age. 
By the 1860s–1870s, “Celtic” was used by archaeologists to mean pre-Roman. Our Iron Age type sites—the Hallstatt salt mine in Austria and La Tène ritual lake in Switzerland—were each labelled Celtic, with British La Tène art “Late Celtic” ... The whole of the Iron Age had become Celtic. [footnoteRef:5] [5:  Rachel Pope, ‘Re‑approaching Celts: Origins, Society, and Social Change’, Journal of Archaeological Researc, 30 (2022), pp. 4–6 (p. 4).] 

The theory presented by Pope reveals that the academic community may be wrong about the discovered sites being Celtic at all, as early scholarship used the Celtic label very broadly.  Whether or not it is right or wrong to call both sites Celtic is a question we may never truly be able to definitively answer. What we do know of the sites in our current understanding is that the Hallstatt culture is the earliest site and by the time of the La Tène was discovered and dated there was already signs of cultural differences between the two.[footnoteRef:6] It can be argued that this is to be expected because as the initial culture evolves with the development of new technologies and rituals then new societal norms will begin to appear which would overall change the shape of the initial culture over time. The discovery of the two distinct cultural identities has both helped and muddied the mapping of the Celtic migrations. Artefacts discovered across central Europe are often noted for sharing more markers with the Hallstatt culture, which would indicate the Celts originally may have originated from the Hallstatt region before slowly expanding outwards. [footnoteRef:7] Artefacts bearing similar markers to the La Tène culture are more spread out across the European mainland, the British Isles and into Asia Minor. This should give academics a clear view of migration patterns to track where these later Celts went and where they settled. This would aid in settling the debate. However, inconsistences have been discovered where some regions that would follow the path of a known migration pattern are either lacking known La Tène signifiers or they have been found but have been dated to a much later point than the pattern would have academics believe. One such example of this is Ireland, where the Celtic sites discovered do not have La Tène artefacts until much a later time than the rest of the Isles.[footnoteRef:8] This discrepancy could be used by Celtosceptics to argue that it was potentially not the same group of people migrating to the British Isles but several similar but distinct groups arriving at multiple times.   [6:  Barry Cunliffe, The Ancient Celts, Second Edition (Oxford University Press, 2018).]  [7:  Pope, ‘Re‑approaching Celts: Origins, Society, and Social Change’, p. 5.]  [8:  ‘A Celtic Mystery: Some Thought on the Genesis of Insular Celtic Art’, in Rethinking Celtic Art, ed. by Duncan Garrow, Chris Gosden, and J.D Hill (Oxbow Books, n.d.), pp. 54–57.] 

Celtomaniacs on the opposite side of this debate will point to the artistic and linguistically similarities are the main pillars of the pro-Celtic argument. Some on this side of the debate will agree that perhaps the label of Celt is perhaps being too generally used but that is not necessarily a bad thing. Renown author and celtosceptic J.R.R Tolken presented a lecture back in the 1960’s arguing against the Celtic label and its usage it academic studies for the reason that “Celtic of any sort is… a magic bag into which anything may be put, and out of which anything may come”.[footnoteRef:9] The point Tolken is making is similar to Pope’s in which by labelling everything as Celtic then what might of originally been a group of people known as Celts from a certain period becomes somewhat meaningless. Academics on the side of Celtomania could argue back is that if we got rid of the Celtic label then ultimately, we would still just use another label of a similar nature to describe the groups of the Iron Age who share similar traits and values anyway until more definitive evidence for individual groups are discovered. [9:  Cunliffe, The Ancient Celts, Second Edition, p. 1.] 

In regard to Celtic art, the La Tène era of artwork found in artefacts across Britian and mainland Europe reveal a shared influence of inspiration such as inlaying intricate yet similar spirals[footnoteRef:10].This could only be potentially possible if they were from a group of people with the same cultural values. It could be argued that some of these artefacts may have gotten to where they where discovered by other means such as trade or as treasure gained through pillage or war but the quantity of such similar artefacts across such a wide distance makes this potentially argument unlikely. Artwork is not the only factor that makes Celtomaniacs belief in a shared group of Celts as the linguistic connection cannot be dismissed even by the most ardent sceptic. Furthering the connections first discovered by Edward Lhyud, Professor Koch has spent most of his career researching the Celtic language that survive to this day and the ones that died out centuries ago. In his research, Koch theorises that more Celtic languages may have existed in the regions of southern Iberia before going extinct.[footnoteRef:11] If this proves to be true, then Celtomaniacs can argue that this could be one potential migration movement which saw the Celts expand out of the La Tène region, into Iberia before sailing around into the western shores of the British Isles and are indeed one shared cultural group of people inhabiting land in such vast distances. The linguistic connections seen in the modern Celtic nations show how deeply connected their languages remain to each other and this is something that is not universal in all branches of language families.  [10:  ‘A Celtic Mystery: Some Thought on the Genesis of Insular Celtic Art’, p. 55.]  [11:  John T Koch, ‘Acta Palaeohispanica X’, Palaeohispanica, 2009, pp. 339–51 (p. 340).] 

Another aspect of the debate is asking if this level of scrutiny towards this potential group of Celts even is valid or justified to begin with. Especially, when other ethnic groups are not judged so severely. Ultimately, this level of scrutiny towards the Celts can be considered valid as it highlights how much the academic community still doesn’t know about the peoples, we call Celts that have suspectedly existed throughout the Iron Age and well into the Classical Period. Celtic druids are known to have been forbidden to record their own teachings to writing due to religious grounds.[footnoteRef:12] So, to compare this with other ethnic groups who have extensively written about themselves like the Normans or Anglo-Saxons for example would be an unfair levelled of scrutiny given towards the Celts. This lack of understanding towards the Celts has seen scholars from both sides of the debate actually work together. Most notably where professors Cunliffe and Koch have collaborated despite their opposing stances on the debate to produce a new potential theory known as Celts from the West. This theory proposes that the Hallstatt region of modern Austria may not have been the Celts original homeland, and instead they originally came from the Atlantic coastline before migrating east towards Hallstatt and the wider European mainline.[footnoteRef:13] This theory would align with one of the earliest primary accounts from Herodotus, who described a group known as the “Keltoi” in southern Iberia. [footnoteRef:14] [12:  Peter Berresford Ellis, ‘The Origins of the Celts’, in A Brief History of the Celts (Robinson, 2003), pp. 1–17 (p. 4).]  [13:  Celtic from the West, ed. by Barry Cunliffe and John T. Koch, 2nd edn (Oxbow Books, 2017).]  [14:  Peter Berresford Ellis, ‘The Origins of the Celts’, in A Brief History of the Celts (Robinson, 2003), pp. 1–17 (p. 1).] 

Other aspects of the debate involve the validity of the modern Celtic nations being a correct interpretation of the Celtic label. This is due to the potential historical inaccuracies, but some can argue that side of the overall debate is irrelevant as the meaning of the term Celtic in the modern sense and in the ancient sense are two entirely separate things.
The debate surrounding the validity of the term Celt remains a complex issue with no simple answer. Both sides offer persuasive reasonings for their side with some academics such as Cunliffe, Koch and Pope presenting their theories in a convincing manner. Despite this however, it could still be argued that even to this day there remains simply not enough evidence to truly say one way or the other which is correct. Also, to ask if the Celts are subjected to scrutiny and if it is justified compared to how other ethnic groups like the Germans or Anglo-Saxons are scrutinised then the answer would likely be yes. That is to say the Celts are definitely subject to scrutiny from both sides of the debate, but that is not necessarily a bad thing. As the debates and new theories formed from this split of academic opinion only furthers our collective understanding of this ancient group of people we still do not fully comprehend, whether or not they truly existed as a single shared cultural group or not.
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