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Terminology
Identity is defined by language and culture. As words and meaning 
evolve, so do the terms used to describe Indigenous people. 
Uncertainty exists for many about how to refer respectfully to 
Indigenous people. 

It is appropriate and respectful to use the term “Mi’kmaq” to describe 
the people indigenous to Nova Scotia, however, to be inclusive of 
other First Nations, Métis & Inuit living here, the terms Indigenous or 
Aboriginal may be more appropriate at times. 

Native – a general term that refers to a person who originated from 
a particular place. The term “native” does not denote a specific 
Aboriginal ethnicity and may hold negative meaning for some.

Indian – A person who is registered as an Indian under the Indian 
Act. The term Indian has declined in use since the 1970’s when the 
term First Nation came into common use.

First Nation – used to refer to the original inhabitants of the land 
that is now Canada who are neither Métis nor Inuit. Popular in the 
1970s and ‘80s, it replaced the term “Indian”.  First Nations refers to 
the ethnicity of First Nations peoples.

Métis – refers to a collective of cultures and ethnic identities that 
resulted from unions between Aboriginal and European people in 
what is now Canada. Métis stems from the Latin verb miscēre, “to 
mix.” The word initially referred to the children of these relationships, 
but over generations it came to refer to the distinct cultural identities 
these communities developed.

Inuit – First peoples living mainly in Northern Canada. Original 
inhabitants of the Arctic.

Aboriginal – The original inhabitants of the land that is now 
Canada. Section 35 of the Canadian Constitution states that the term 
Aboriginal includes the Indian, Inuit, and Métis peoples of Canada. 
This term is used when speaking about Aboriginal and treaty rights. 

Indigenous – refers to first peoples, most frequently in an 
international or general context. More frequently used since the 
United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 
(UNDRIP).

Mi’kmaq – The First Nation People whose communities are now 
located in Nova Scotia, Prince Edward Island, New Brunswick, 
Québec, Newfoundland and parts of the northeast United States. 
When speaking specifically about the Mi’kmaq, the use of the term 
Mi’kmaq is often preferred over more general terms like Indigenous, 
Aboriginal, Indian, or First Nation.

Marked differences in worldviews frame the clash of cultures 
between European colonialism and Mi’kmaq values & traditions. It is 
nearly impossible to understand the history of our treaty relationship 
without understanding the fundamentals of the Mi’kmaw way of life.

In Nova Scotia, there are 13 Mi’kmaw Chiefs and Councils who 
govern Mi’kmaw communities known as “reserves”. Five of 
these—Eskasoni, Membertou, Potlotek, We’koqma’q and Wagmat-
cook, are all in Cape Breton and the other eight—Acadia, Bear River, 
Annapolis Valley, Glooscap, Sipekne’katik, Millbrook, Pictou Landing 
and Paq’tnkek, are on the mainland.

The combined reserve land of these communities totals approxi-
mately 0.2 per cent of Nova Scotia’s total area.

More than 17,000 Mi’kmaw people live in Nova Scotia, and nearly 
60,000 Mi’kmaw people live throughout Mi’kma’ki.

TREATIES OF PEACE

and Friendship
During the 1700s, repeated attempts were made to reach peace by 
agreement between the British and the Mi’kmaq, but they did not 
resolve the conflicts between the two nations. The Peace and 
Friendship Treaties signed through 1760 and 1761 succeeded in 
ending a lengthy period of warfare between the British Crown and 
the Mi’kmaq peoples. After decades of conflict, they were entered 
into to create peace, end hostilities and to facilitate trade. 

During the “Burying of the Hatchet Ceremony”—an event that took 
place on June 25, 1761 during the signing of a Peace and Friendship 
Treaty; those who signed then celebrated by dancing and singing.

The significance of the treaties is not only the words contained in the 
documents, but in the conversations and ceremonies that accompa-
nied the negotiations, establishing meaningful relationships.

Treaty 

Denia l 
With the expansion of British Loyalists in the late 1770s, the 
relationship that once existed between the Crown and the Mi’kmaq 
changed. Loyalist migrations and the government’s creation of 
reserves in the 19th century pushed Mi’kmaq communities onto lots 
of land that were much smaller than their traditional territories.

Over hundreds of years after the last treaty was signed in 1761, the 
British Crown and non-indigenous population began to ignore or 
forget the treaties and their meaning, with this leading to a judicial 
decision in 1928 that the treaties were not legally binding documents 
on either the Crown or the Mi’kmaq. 

The Mi’kmaq did not forget the Treaties. Medals exchanged at the 
ceremony in the 1760s were passed from generation to generation 
by the Mi’kmaq, along with the oral history that the Treaties were 
signed with the British Crown to protect Mi’kmaq traditional rights to 
harvest.  However, as access to land and resources shrank in the 
developing colony, Mi’kmaq peoples’ treaty rights to harvest became 
limited and then prohibited without justification. This was a serious 
hardship on the Mi'kmaq people.

This damaging period in Canada’s history is marked by laws, policies 
and practices including, but not limited to Enfranchisement (1857); 
the Indian Act (1876); the Pass System (1885); Centralization (1942); 
Residential Schools (1930-1996), including the Shubenacadie 
Residential School in Nova Scotia that closed in 1966; the Federal 
White Paper (1969); and the Sixties Scoop (late 1950s into the 1980s).

Ongoing discriminatory policies across the public and private spheres 
limited employment, education, and forbid Indigenous people from 
gathering to discuss their rights or practicing cultural events like 
dances and songs.

Beginning in the 20th century, various descendants of the Mi’kmaq 
signatories of the Peace and Friendship Treaties relied upon the 
Treaties in court to have the Province of Nova Scotia and Canada 
recognize and protect their treaty rights. These include the landmark 
case in 1928 of Mi’kmaq Grand Chief Gabriel Sylliboy (R. v. Sylliboy), 
and James Matthew Simon (Simon v. The Queen, 1986) and then 
Donald Marshall Jr. (R. v. Marshall, 1999 I and II), among others. 
Canadian law evolved, and the historic record was refreshed, as it 
was recognized that the Treaties signed in the 1760s were still valid 
and binding Treaties. The era of treaty denial ended.

Towards 

Reconcilia tion
The devastating and lasting consequences of our shared history are at 
the heart of our reconciliation efforts today. 

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) describes reconcilia-
tion as being “about establishing and maintaining a mutually 
respectful relationship between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 
peoples in this country…for that to happen, there has to be 
awareness of the past, an acknowledgement of the harm that has 
been inflicted, atonement for the causes, and action to change 
behaviour.”

Throughout the past four decades, various efforts were made to 
advance reconciliation: the passing of the Constitution Act, 1982; the 
Donald Marshall Jr. Inquiry/Royal Commission report in 1989; the 
Constitutional debates, which included serious attempts at establish-
ing a formal third order of Aboriginal Government; Royal Commission 
on Aboriginal Peoples in 1996; the Mi’kmaq – Nova Scotia – Canada 
Tripartite Umbrella Agreement 2002; and, in Nova Scotia, formal 
Treaty rights negotiations beginning in 2007.

Most recently, in 2015, the TRC released 94 "Calls to Action" 
regarding reconciliation between Canadians and Indigenous peoples 
and concluded the residential school system amounted to “cultural 
genocide”, largely based on the forced assimilation of Indigenous 
people across Canada. 

The impacts of the intergenerational trauma weighing on one 
generation after the next, continues to be felt intensely by Indigenous 
people across Canada; communities are working hard to heal.

Despite the devastating impact of colonization, residential schools, 
and forced assimilation, the Mi’kmaq in many communities have 
continued to speak their language and practice traditional customs.

Treaty Education

Nova Scotia
Treaty Education is a vehicle for us to continue the long-term, 
generational journey toward reconciliation. 

Through an MOU signed in 2015, Mi’kmaq and provincial govern-
ment officials are working together to develop specific Treaty 
Education programs and services for the education system, the 
provincial civil service and the broader public.

These programs and services highlight the contributions of the 
Mi’kmaq. They help explain how the Treaties were significant 
building blocks for Nova Scotia and Canada and how we have all 
benefited from them.

Four key questions guide the work of Treaty Education Nova Scotia:
• Who are the Mi’kmaq historically and today?
• What are the Treaties and why are they important?
• What happened to the Treaty relationship?
• What are we doing to reconcile our shared history?

Through building awareness and understanding, Nova Scotians can 
together create an environment where reconciliation can be fostered.

Trea ty Educa tion
NOVA SCOTIA

Kespukwitk

Eskikewa'kik

Siknikt

Kespek Epekwitk ap Piktuk

Unama’kik

Sipekne’katik

P.E
.I

ATLA
NTIC

 OCEAN

NEW
FOUNDLAND

QUÉBEC

NEW
 BRUNSW

ICK

NOVA SC
OTIA

MAINE, U
S

TREATY EDUCATION

Speakers Bureau

WHO ARE THE

Mi'kmaq
The Mi’kmaq are the Indigenous people of Mi’kma’ki. The land of the 
Mi’kmaq is made up of seven districts: 
 
Epekwitk aq Piktuk 
Eskikewa'kik
Kespek

Mi’kmaw people are culturally, linguistically, and historically related 
to their neighbours, the Wolastoqiyik (Maliseet), Abenaki, Innu, 
Passamaquoddy and Penobscot, as well as other Algonquian-speak-
ing nations. The Abenaki, Mi’kmaq, Passamaquoddy, Penobscot and 
Wolastoqiyik make up the Wabanaki Confederacy. 

The earliest identified evidence of people in Mi’kma’ki comes from 
the Debert archaeological sites, which date between 13,300 and 
11,100 years ago.

The Mi’kmaq have maintained sophisticated and deep knowledge 
about Mi’kma’ki—its animals, plants, habitats, weather, tides, 
seasons, cycles, landscapes and seascapes. This knowledge is 
contained in the language and oral history that has been passed on 
through generations. 

Mi’kmaq people shared with, and among, families as well as among 
villages; their economy was based on reciprocity and mutual benefit. 
Status and respect came from how much you gave to others and how 
closely you were connected to the natural world.

MI’KMA’KI
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Treaty Education Nova Scotia has assembled a list of 
Mi’kmaw presenters, artists and crafters to share their 
knowledge. While each speaker brings a unique 
personal perspective to their presentations, they all 
share a common message of hope and reconciliation.

Presenters are available to speak at your school, 
workplace or event. For more information, or to book a 
speaker, contact TreatyEducation@novascotia.ca.

To learn more visit us:
NOVASCOTIA.CA/TREATY-EDUCATION
Find us on Facebook: Treaty Education Nova Scotia
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