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foundations, treaties, and 
Renewal & reconciliation

What is Treaty Education?
Many people hear the term “Treaty Education” and 
assume that it is education about treaties. But treaty 
education is not just about treaties. As one Mi’kmaw 
educator explains it, “Treaty Education is who we are.” 
Another way to understand it is to consider what knowl-
edge and skills individuals need to live as treaty people, 
since all Canadians have roles to play as treaty people. 
Treaty Education gives learners an opportunity to build a 
foundation to live as treaty people. It is very difficult for 
learners to understand the treaty relationship they are a 
part of without understanding: 
• Who the Mi’kmaw people are today and who they 

have been historically; 
• What treaties are and why they are important;
• What has happened to the treaty relationship in 

Nova Scotia and Mi’kma’ki over the last four hun-
dred years; and

• What people are doing to reconcile a shared history 
to ensure justice and equity.

The Provincial government and Mi’kmaw communities 
agreed to a Memorandum of Understanding that sup-
ports and advocates for Treaty Education in every school, 
every grade, and every class across Nova Scotia, since 
2015. 

Treaty Education creates opportunities for Nova Sco-
tians to learn about the Mi’kmaq, inherent Aboriginal 
and Treaty rights, and our shared history. It promotes an 
understanding of the Peace and Friendship treaties as 
historical and living documents. Nova Scotia has several 
historic treaties with the Mi’kmaq dating back to the 
1720s. The significance of the treaties is not only the 
words contained in the documents, but in the conver-
sations and ceremonies that accompanied the negotia-
tions, establishing meaningful relationships. Reconcilia-
tion is a central part of the mandate of Treaty Education 
Nova Scotia.

As a key resource designed to be adaptable for most 
learners, this volume is structured through three levels: 
Foundations, Treaties, Renewal and Reconciliation. The 
first level provides learners with primary foundational 
material that will allow them to understand core content 
about Mi’kmaw history and culture.  

The Foundations level is key to student success in the 
second and third levels. The Treaties and Reconcilia-
tion and Renewal levels follow a loose chronological 
sequence from the eighteenth century through to the 
present. At the end of each level are consolidation activi-
ties that will help learners move to the next level. 

Everything that follows in this resource and its accompa-
nying volume has been developed to allow teachers and 
learners to explore the questions above in creative and 
thoughtful ways at grade appropriate levels. Elders, edu-
cators, leaders and learners themselves helped to create 
the content. There is no doubt that everyone’s knowl-
edge and understanding of these questions will evolve; 
like the treaties, tready education is a lifelong journey.

The Mi’kmaq
The Mi’kmaq are the Indigenous people of Mi’kma’ki. 
The Mi’kmaw ancestral homeland includes all of pres-
ent-day Nova Scotia, Prince Edward Island, central and 
eastern New Brunswick, the Gaspé Peninsula and New-
foundland. The culture and language of the Mi’kmaq are 
rooted in Mi’kma’ki and the generations of ancestors 
that have come before them.

For at least 13,000 years the Mi’kmaq and their ances-
tors have called Mi’kma’ki home.  Mi’kmaw people are 
culturally, linguistically and historically related to their 
neighbors, the Wolastoqiyik (Maliseet), Abenaki, Innu, 
Passamaquoddy and Penobscot, as well as many other 
Algonquian-speaking nations. The Abenaki, Mi’kmaq, 
Passamaquoddy, Penobscot and Wolastoqiyik make up 
the Wabanaki Confederacy, a political alliance that exist-
ed prior to Europeans’ arrival in North America. 

Introduction

What does Indigenous Mean?

The word “Indigenous” means that a group origi-
nated from a particular place.                                     

Mi’kmaw culture has been created over thousands 
of years here in Mi’kma’ki: it is indigenous to this 
place. This is unlike other Canadians whose an-
cestors have arrived in the last four centuries. The 
cultures that have arrived more recently were, and 
in many ways still are, very different from Mi’kmaw 
culture. Understanding and appreciating the dif-
ferences in worldviews, historical experience and 
culture are key to treaty education. 
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Mi’kma’ki
Mi’kma’ki is a remarkable place, known for its diversi-
ty, richness and beauty. From the relative warmth and 
protection of the Bay of Fundy, to the rugged Atlantic 
coastlines, to webs of rivers winding their ways through 
every corner, to the highlands of Unama’ki (Cape Breton) 
and to the large expance of Kespe’k, the homeland of 
the Mi’kmaq is extraordinary.  

For the Mi’kmaq, seascapes are as important as land-
scapes and islands are important as interior forests. The 
rivers and oceans were highways for travel and common 
living places. Today, the Nation dedicates itself to protect-
ing these waters and to restoring right relationships be-
tween communities and the waters that have sustained 
life for generations. 

Mi’kmaw knowledge of the cycles and seasons, tides, 
plant habitats, animal behaviours, and much more 
have been at the heart of a sophisticated culture that 
harvested and used resources in sustainable ways. Life 
has required keen observation and the recognition of 
patterns throughout Mi’kma’ki. These core skills contin-
ue to inform and enrich Mi’kmaw life today.

Think carefully about this: what does it mean to see 
Mi’kma’ki from the inside looking out, rather than ob-
serving the land, sea, plants and animals as seprate from 
yourself? This perspective is key to ecological protection 
and sustainability since damaging any part of it damag-
es oneself and one’s community. This perspective says 
much about the relationship that the Mi’kmaq people 
have with Mi’kma’ki.

Treaty Making (1720s to 1780s)
The Peace and Friendship treaties made between the 
Mi’kmaq and the British are often referred to as The 
Covenant Chain of Treaties. They are called this because 
the Mi’kmaw treaties (1725-1786) all share common 
core concepts and promises. Like a chain, each treaty 
builds upon the other and all strengthened because 
of this. The treaties were entered into by the Mi’kmaq 
and the British Crown, two nations who created mutual 
obligations to facilitate peace and friendship and to put 
an end to hostilities.

Mi’kmaw treaties did not cede any land or resources, 
but they all include two key promises: the Mi’kmaq 
could continue to hunt, fish, and gather as they had 
always done (i.e., netukulimk). The British could live 
peacefully on the land areas where they were already 
living at the time of signing. Some treaties freed prison-

ers (1725-28); some established Treaty Day (1752); some 
had few signatories (1749); others had many signatories 
(1761-1763). 

Despite decades of intense negiotiation and persistent 
agreement on core promises, the treaty relationship 
established throughout the early and mid 1700’s was 
increasingly ignored by the British, marking the begining 
of the Treaty Denial period.

People and Terms

It is appropriate and respectful to use the term 
“Mi’kmaq” to describe the Indigenous people of 
Mi’kma’ki. If you are including other First Nation Inu-
it, or Métis groups, however, the terms “Indigenous” 
or “Aboriginal” are appropriate. 

Native - A person born in a specific place: a local 
inhabitant.

Indian -  A person who is registered as an Indian 
under the Indian Act. The term Indian has declined 
in use since 1970’s when the term First Nation came 
into common use, and unless its used in a legal or 
historical context, it is considered derogatory.

First Nation -  A collective term that is used to refer 
to the original people. 

Métis - A distinct group whose ancestry is based 
on the infusion of European and First Nations who 
developed their own distinct culture in and around 
Manitoba. 

Inuit - An Indigenous people living in Northern Cana-
da, and who have territories across the global Arctic. 

Aboriginal - The descendants of the original inhab-
itants of North America. Section 35 of the Canadian 
Constitution recognizes three groups- Indian, Métis, 
and Inuit.

Indigenous - All inhabitants indigenous to their land 
or territory, has been increasingly used since the UN 
Declaration on Rights of Indigenous Peoples.   

Mi’kmaq - The First Nations people whose ancestral 
homelands include NS, PE, as well as parts of NB, QC 
and NL.
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Brief descriptions of primary treaties follow below: 

1725-1728 The first Peace and Friendship treaty between 
the Mi’kmaq, the British, and other Indigenous nations 
was negotiated first in Boston, Massachusetts in 1725, 
and then ratified by other key leaders across Mi’kma’ki 
between 1726 and 1728.  

1752 A treaty signed by a number of Saqmaq, includ-
ing John Baptiste Cope, and Governor Hopson of Nova 
Scotia. As with other Peace and Friendship treaties, the 
1752 treaty promised “Free liberty of hunting and fishing 
as usual” as well as protected trade with the British. The 
Treaty of 1752 establishes October 1st as Treaty Day and 
provides instruction on the annual renewal of promises 
between the British and the Mi’kmaq. 

1760-1761 This treaty was significant and marked the 
end of years of hostilities with the British. It had a large 
number of signatories, including Mi’kmaw, Wolastoqiyik 
(Maliseet) and Passamaquoddy saqmaq. It is also the 
treaty upheld by the Supreme Court of Canada during 
the 1999 Donald Marshall Jr. fishing case.

1776 The Watertown Treaty established relationships 
between saqmaq and the new government of the United 
States. The United States promised to approach their 
relationship with the Mi’kmaq more as the Acadians had 
rather than as the British were attempting to do at the 
time.

Treaty Denial (1795 to 1985)
Unfortunately, shortly after the last treaty was signed 
in the 1780s, a period of treaty denial began. For near-
ly two hundred years, the British, and then Canadians, 
would ignore their treaty responsibilities. This difficult 
and destructive period is marked by a long list of damag-
ing consequences: land loss; habitat destruction; re-
duced mobility; the creation of reserves; ongoing disease 
epidemics; the passage of the Indian Act and its amend-
ments; loss of status for Mi’kmaw and other Indigenous 
women; extreme assimilationist policies that were gen-
ocidal in intent; the creation of the Shubenacadie Indian 
Residential School; lack of citizenship in Canada; no right 
to vote; and the damaging policy of centralization. There 
were ongoing discriminatory policies across the public 
and private spheres in terms of employment, education 
and recreation. Reckoning with, and then healing from 
the devastating consequences of this period are at the 
heart of reconciliation efforts today.

Treaty Renewal (1985 to present) 
Treaty denial began to erode with the 1985 James 
Matthew Simon case, in which the Supreme Court of 

Canada found that the 1752 Treaty was a valid treaty 
and was both binding and enforceable. This initiated the 
period of treaty renewal, in which the Crown and the 
Mi’kmaq continue to determine what the modern con-
text is for the Peace and Friendship treaties. The Peace 
and Friendship treaties have been repeatedly affirmed 
by the Supreme Court of Canada since 1985. This legacy 
of affirmation is crucial to Treaty Renewal and to the 
emergence of the movement for Reconciliation.  

Truth and Reconciliation Calls to Action
In June 2015, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission 
released an Executive Summary of its findings along with 
94 “Calls to Action” regarding reconciliation between 
Canadians and Indigenous peoples. The Commission 
officially ended in December 2015 with the publication 
of a multi-volume report that concluded the residential 
school system amounted to “Cultural Genocide.” This 
term was largely based on the forced assimilation of 
Indigenous people across Canada. Federal policy meant 
to “kill the Indian in the child.”  

Indian residential schools operated for more than a 
hundred years in Canada. With children being taken as 
young as four years old, every aspect of indigenous fam-
ilies were impacted. Conditions at many of the schools 
were deplorable, and many children were physically, 
sexually, emotionally, and spiritually abused. The Shube-
nacadie Indian Residential School was one of the handful 
of schools across Canada where children were used for 
nutritional expiriments that involved denying food and 
health care.  During World War II, one in 26 soldiers who 
served did not come home to their families; during the 
residential school era, one in 25 children who went to 
these schools did not come home to their families. The 
impacts of this history continue to ripple through gener-
ations, and are felt intensely. Communities are working 
hard to heal themselves from the deep harm inherent in 
these intergenerational experiences. 

Are We All Treaty People? 

Yes, all Canadians are treaty people! Why? Because 
the treaties signed between the Mi’kmaq and the 
British Crown created rights and responsibilities for 
both groups; they are not one-sided agreements. 
These rights and responsibilities continue to this day. 
The Peace and Friendship treaties were created over 
generations and were repeatedly agreed to by both 
the Mi’kmaq and the British. Treaties are a part of 
what defines Canada, and all Canadians have a role to 
play in upholding them. 
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Indian residential schools were just one of many gov-
ernment polices that sought to assimilate Indigenous 
peoples. Other federal laws prevented Indigenous 
peoples from leaving their reserves, gathering to discuss 
their rights, going to universities in Canada, or practicing 
cultural events like dances and songs.  

Many learners have limited, if any, knowledge about 
residential schools. It is very difficult to comprehend 
the need for reconciliation, if learners do not under-
stand the experience of survivors and descendants.  The 
process of reconciliation is an ongoing effort—one that 
takes two sides. Paths to healing can be complicated for 
both individuals and communities. The hope is that this 
resource will support all learners as individuals who are 
members of communities from all backgrounds as they 
move forward along those paths. 

General Resources
The following websites are dedicated to aspects of 
Mi’kmaw history and culture. They are referenced in 
specific Learning Experiences, but are useful more gen-
erally as well: 

• The Mi’kmawey Debert Cultural Centre website 
has a wide range of cultural content and teacher 
specific resources. See www.mikmaweydebert.ca.

• The Mi’kmaw History Month website has a won-
derful series of introductory videos, many of which 
are young people sharing to other young people. 
See http://mikmaqhistorymonth.ca/video/

• The Mi’kmaw Resource Centre at Cape Breton Uni-
versity is an excellent overall resource for Mi’kmaw 
content. See https://www.cbu.ca/indigenous-affairs/
unamaki-college/mikmaq-resource-centre/ 

• The Unama’ki Institute of Natural Resources  
www.uinr.ca for stories and information about 
Unama’ki (Cape Breton) as well as broader cultural 
contexts and information.

Is it Mi’kmaq or Mi’kmaw? 

The word Mi’kmaw has three uses. It is the adjecti-
val form of the word Mi’kmaq (“Mi’kmaw commu-
nities”) as well as the singular noun form  (“Jane, a 
Mi’kmaw, crossed the street”). It is also the term 
used for the language (“we speak Mi’kmaw”). 
The word Mi’kmaq is the plural noun form (“the 
Mi’kmaq are Indigenous”).

contemporary mi’kmaq
Today, there are 35 Mi’kmaw Chief and Councils 
that govern Mi’kmaw communities called “reserves” 
across Mi’kma’ki. In Nova Scotia, 13 Chief and Coun-
cils govern more than 42 different locales. In some 
cases, Chiefs and Councils jointly care for land areas. 
For example, all five Unama’ki (Cape Breton) Chief 
and Councils care for Malikewe’j, an important ances-
tral area along the Bras d’Or Lakes. More than 17,000 
Mi’kmaw people live in Nova Scotia, and nearly 
60,000 Mi’kmaw people live in Mi’kma’ki.

http://www.mikmaweydebert.ca
http://mikmaqhistorymonth.ca/video/
https://www.cbu.ca/indigenous-affairs/unamaki-college/mikmaq-resource-centre
https://www.cbu.ca/indigenous-affairs/unamaki-college/mikmaq-resource-centre
http://www.uinr.ca

