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Indigenous Culture in Nova Scotia

The primary Indigenous inhabitants of most of 
Atlantic Canada are the Mi’kmaq. 

It is said that the Mi’kmaq people have resided 
here since the last ice age, approximately 12 
thousand years ago, and the  territory that 
constitutes as their ancestral land is most 
commonly referred to as “Mi’kma’ki.” 

Mi’kmaq people use the term “L’nu’k,” 
meaning ‘the people’ to describe themselves as 
a group. A similar term, “L’nu” is used to 
describe a singular Mi’kmaw person.

Image Source: Grey Skies



Mi’kmaq Language, Customs and Traditions

Language

Traditionally the Mi’kmaq people speak their 
own language, which is referred to as 
Mi'kmawi’smik. This a member of the 
Algonquin language family.

Ever since European settlement, however, it 
has not been uncommon for Mi’kmaw people 
to learn and speak several other languages,  
French or English, for example.

Customs and Traditions

Customs and traditions of the Mi’kmaq people 
largely revolve around the concept of living a 
sustainable lifestyle in harmony with the land and the 
natural environment.

Common ceremonies include sunrise ceremonies, 
smudging ceremonies, sweat lodge ceremonies, and 
naming ceremonies for young children. There are also 
ceremonies for death, marriage, and other meaningful 
benchmarks that are celebrated in most other 
cultures as well.



Mi’kmaw Leaders in the Area (1)

Deborah Robison
Chief of Acadia First Nation
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Gerald B. Tony
Chief of Annapolis Valley 

First Nation
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Carol Dee Potter
Chief of Bear River First 

Nation
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Sydney Peters
Chief of Glooscap First 

Nation

Image Source: Rogers, S.



Mi’kmaw Leaders in the Area (2)

Michael P. Sack
Chief of Indian Brook 

(Sipekne’katik Band) First 
Nation
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Bob Gloade
Chief of Millbrook First 

Nation
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Paul James Prosper
Chief of Paqtnkek First 

Nation
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Andrea Paul
Chief of Pictou Landing First 

Nation
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Creation Stories

Creation Stories

There is one main creation story associated with 
the Mi’kmaw culture, and that is the story of 
Glooscap – the first human being to walk the 
Earth. It is said that Glooscap was fashioned out 
of the materials of the Earth and awoken by the 
Great Spirit with a bolt of lightning. It is 
believed that Glooscap possessed magical 
powers, and that he was a kind and benevolent 
warrior who fought against evil.
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Traditional Foods and Medicines

Foods
Mi’kmaw people traditionally obtained their 
food by hunting, fishing, trapping, and 
gathering. They lived off the land and sustained 
themselves on whatever was available to them 
in their natural environment. It was not 
uncommon for the Mi’kmaq to eat moose, 
caribou, salmon, trout, clams and eel. Meat 
was preserved for the winter months by drying 
it over a smoke rack for long periods of time. 
Mi’kmaw people also harvested plants such as 
fiddleheads or various berries for food.

Medicines
Just like their foods, the Mi’kmaq people obtained all of 
their medicines from nature, and most was derived from 
plant life. Their medical practices were developed over 
hundreds of years through a process of trial and error, and 
because the Mi’kmaq passed on information to each new 
generation, healers eventually gained a well-rounded 
knowledge of medical techniques for a variety of ailments.

These medical practices, however, could not protect 
Indigenous groups from the foreign illnesses that European 
settlers brought with them, and so many deaths were a 
result of European contact.



Traditional Teachings

There are seven sacred teachings in the Mi'kmaq culture;

❖ Love
❖ Wisdom
❖ Truth
❖ Respect
❖ Courage/Bravery
❖ Humility
❖ Honesty

There are also the teachings of the medicine wheel, which 
focus on spiritual, emotional, physical, and mental health, 
and how they are all interconnected.

One of the major principles of Mi’kmaq teachings is taking 
responsibility for one’s actions.
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Many challenges that Mi’kmaw people face have been caused by the drastic changes to 
their traditional lifestyle as a result of European settlement. For example, there are 
elevated instances of diabetes and heart disease in Indigenous populations due to the 
introduction of processed and convenient foods that are generally unhealthy. This 
convenience also contributes to a less active lifestyle, where Mi’kmaw people would 
normally experience physical activity through hunting, fishing, trapping, and gathering 
practices.

Many other challenges faced by Indigenous peoples, including the Mi’kmaq, are related 
to political matters and disputes surrounding their rights, especially with the numerous 
treaty agreements signed over the last several centuries.

Present-Day Challenges for Mi’kmaw People



The Peace and Friendship Treaties that were signed between 1725 and 1779 are also known 
as the Covenant Chain of treaties. These treaties were  signed by the Mi’kmaq, Maliseet, 
Abenaki, Penobscot, and Passamaquoddy peoples, and their purpose was to prevent any 
further war between the Indigenous populations and the British Crown as well as to 
establish a trade agreement. Any Indigenous peoples who signed the treaties, along with 
their descendants, were assured hunting, fishing, and land-use rights.

The treaties, although signed long ago, are still very relevant today. They allow Mi’kmaw 
people to pursue a moderate livelihood and obtain food for themselves in a traditional and 
unrestricted manner. The rights outlined in the Peace and Friendship Treaties were upheld in 
the Supreme Court of Canada in both 1867 and 1999, and are included in the Canadian 
Charter of Rights and Freedoms.

Peace and Friendship Treaties 1725-1779



Mi’kmaq people consider it their responsibility to 
care for the natural environment appropriately in 
order to conserve resources for future generations. 

The Seventh Generation Principle is used often in 
Mi’kmaq culture to remind individuals of the 
impact that their actions can have on the future. 
The focus of the principle is that things that take 
place today will impact the lives of individuals  
seven generations into the future. This also means 
that the actions of individuals from seven 
generations ago can still be felt today.

Rights and Responsibilities of a Treaty Person

A treaty person is someone who is recognized 
by the federal government as a descendant of 
those who signed a particular treaty in the 
past. Most Indigenous people are considered 
“treaty people,” although, it is not just the 
Indigenous populations that signed treaties 
with the British, therefore having agreements 
with the federal government.

The rights of a treaty person depend on the 
terms of the treaty that was signed, however, 
a Mi’kmaw treaty person retains the right to 
hunt, fish, and trap without possessing a 
specific license to do so.



The number seven, though not intended 
to be a symbolic number, is frequently 
seen in Mi’kmaq culture. For example, 
there are seven sacred Mi’kmaq teachings, 
the Seventh Generation Principle, as well 
as seven major Mi’kmaq families and 
districts!

Significance of the Number 7



Residential Schools in Nova Scotia

The only residential school to operate in Nova Scotia 
was located in Shubenacadie. It served not only Nova 
Scotia, but also New Brunswick, and Prince Edward 
Island. It operated from 1929 to 1967, during which 
time many Indigenous children attended the facility 
under the authority of the Canadian government and 
the Catholic Church. The purpose of this school, like 
all others across the country, was to assimilate 
Indigenous culture through very damaging, destructive 
and abusive means.

The school was demolished in 1986, as it had “suffered 
overcrowding, poor maintenance, and poor 
construction,” (Hampshire, G), which left it in bad 
shape.
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The Sixties Scoop

The term “Sixties Scoop” describes the large-scale event that occurred predominantly in the 
1960s, wherein hundreds of Indigenous children were taken from their homes, communities and 
families. After their removal, the children were sent to live with non-indigenous families, which 
removed them from the influence of their community, culture and traditions. 

This process was made to look better than the nature of residential schools, however, it still 
caused significant damage to Indigenous individuals’ sense of identity. Removing Indigenous 
culture from Canada was still desired in some sense, and unfortunately, this was yet another 
attempt at assimilation of Indigenous culture.



THANK YOU
Wela’lin
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