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THE TERM “SEPT” 

"Sept" is a term borrowed from Irish culture in the nineteenth century to explain the 
use of a variety of surnames by members of a single clan. In Ireland, "sept" is roughly 
synonymous with the Scottish "clan" and refers to an intra-related family. Where Scots 
would refer to "MacGregor and his clan" an Irish historian might say "0'Neill and his 
sept." The Irish historically have princes and think in terms of land rather than names. 
Thus, the name "CTBrien" might be a sept of several different princes. In Scotland, only in 
the case of larger clans with distinct and sometimes widely separated sub-families is the 
term "sept" appropriate. The various branches of Clan Donald, for example, all using the 
name ''MacDonald of..." or ''MacDonell of ..." may properly be viewed as septs. The 
many other names of Clan Donald are just that-names of Clan Donald. 

The variety of surnames within a Scottish clan do not represent separate and definable 
sub-clans but instead reflect the vagaries of transition of the Gaels into the English naming 
system as well as marriages, migrations and occupations. The main family itself may have 
developed a variety of surnames. In the Glen Urquhart parish record, one man is variously 
identified as "John Miller" (referring to his occupation), "John Ban" (referring to his hair 
colour) and "John Ban Miller". In Gaelic he was called lain Mac Aillein, "John, Son of 
Allan"). When his name was "made official", he could have been named either "John 
Miller", "John Bain", or "John MacAllan." Actually, he was "John Grant." 

The preferred modern usage is to avoid the use of the term "sept" and to simply 
describe these names as what they are — surnames of the family and of allied or dependent 
families. It is preferable to speak of'The names and families of Clan X" rather than to call 
a name "a sept of Clan X". 

From: Tartan For Me!-7th Edition. Heritage Books, 1540-E Pointer Ridge Place, 
Bowie MD 20716. 

 


