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THIS DRUM HAS SAVED ME: LEARNING FROM THE
AKICITA CANTE WASTE MENS GROUP ABOUT THE
IMPORTANCE OF LAND-BASED INITIATIVES FOR
INDIGENOUS MEN

MARTI FORD!, CANDICE WADDELL-HENOWITCH?* and JASON GOBEIL?

ABSTRACT. This article examines the impact of a land-based Indigenous men’s
group, Akicita Cante Waste (“Good Hearted Warriors”), on the process of re-
claiming culture, identity, and community connections in the wake of colonial
trauma. Drawing on community-based participatory research and a two-eyed
seeing approach, the study explores how traditional practices such as hunt-
ing and drum-making, along with sharing circles, interviews, and photovoice,
foster connection, knowledge sharing, and pride among participants. The find-
ings highlight the group’s role in supporting Indigenous men in reconnecting
with family, culture, and land, and in developing a renewed sense of purpose
and collective identity. The study underscores the importance of culturally
grounded, community-led initiatives for healing and the ongoing need for sus-
tainable support for Indigenous men’s programming.
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1. POSITIONALITY

Marti Ford, Ed.D., serves as the Associate Dean, Indigenous Education, and
as an Associate Professor in the Faculty of Education at the University of Man-
itoba. Of Inuit and Settler heritage with family roots in Nain, Labrador, Baker
Lake, NU and New Brunswick. Marti has dedicated her career to working along-
side Inuit, First Nation, and Métis communities in roles including teacher, prin-
cipal, superintendent, dean, and community volunteer. Her lived experience and
professional journey have provided her with a deep understanding of the intergen-
erational impacts of colonization—both within her own family and in the families
of the students and communities she supports. Marti believes that healing is a
process that is grounded in culture and identity. Her scholarly work focuses on
Indigenous youth identity and family wellness across First Nation, Métis, and
Inuit contexts.
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Candice Waddell-Henowitch RPN/PhD (she/her) is a registered psychiatric
nurse and an Associate Professor at Brandon University. She was born and raised
on the lands of the Anishinaabeg, Dakota Oyate, and the Homeland of the Red
River Metis, where her family’s history of farming on the Manitoba landscape
shapes her understanding of privilege and responsibility. Now living, working, and
raising her daughter in Brandon Manitoba, Candice strives to honour the knowl-
edge, strengths, and gifts of all Indigenous peoples. This commitment guides
her teaching, research, community relationships and the values she instills in her
daughter. Her scholarly work focuses on improving mental health care systems
and addresses the impacts of gendered and structural violence. Grounded in fem-
inist, anti-racist, and decolonizing approaches, her research examines experiences
of sexual violence, intimate partner violence, and the systems that shape health
and well-being.

Jason Gobeil is a self employed men’s mental health and wellness advocate,
land based program developer and facilitator, motivational speaker and cultural
consultant. Jason is a spiritual connector and oshkabaywis (helper) to others in
community and ceremony; he carries the Spirit names of Blue Sky and Yellow
Eagle with Good Voice and is a proud member of the Eagle Clan. Jason is
registered to the Animbiigoo Zaagi’igan Anishinaabek First Nation in Ontario
and lives in Brandon Manitoba. Jason’s connection to the development of a
network within the urban Indigenous community is one gained by living and
growing up under the same conditions of the social settings with racism, poverty,
intergenerational trauma, addictions and a struggle with self identity. Jason’s
spirit is shown throughout the invested connections of creating relationships with
the men on a grassroots level and the creation of safe space on land and in the
circle of care. The written spirit of the men showcased throughout the materials
expressed is from the heart space and their connections of spirit, growth, identity
and self worth are forever changed by the opportunity to have been seen by others
and for many of them for themselves

2. INTRODUCTION

Residential schools, forced relocation, the Sixties Scoop, and unfulfilled treaties
have all left social, emotional, spiritual, and cultural fractures in Canadian In-
digenous families and communities (Innes & Anderson, 2015; Nelson & Wilson,
2017; Prehn & Ezzy, 2020). The colonizing pressures of patriarchy and capitalism
disrupted traditional roles, methods of knowledge and cultural sharing, and re-
lationships (McKegney, 2014). These forces have profoundly shaped Indigenous
wellbeing throughout the life course; Indigenous children experience higher rates
of suicide, trauma, fetal alcohol syndrome, and mental health issues (Banerji &
Shah, 2017; Ford, 2023); Indigenous women are abused by their intimate partners
three times more often than non-Indigenous women (Ogden & Tutty, 2023); In-
digenous men have shorter lifespans and are at greater risk for suicide, homicide,
and incarceration (Innes & Anderson, 2015). While the experiences of colonialism
differ greatly among diverse nations and in different contexts, the shared experi-
ences of loss of identity, loss of cultural practices, and loss of family structure and
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roles prevail (Alfred & Corntassel, 2005). In this article, we describe an effort
by the Akicita Cante Waste “Good Hearted Warriors” land-based men’s group to
reclaim identity, knowledge, culture, family roles, and relationships. We aim to
enrich the understanding of the impact of programming that supports Indigenous
lifeways while also sharing ways to improve access to Indigenous knowledge and
land. We emphasize tokatakiya wichoni washte in Dakota, which means living
in a way that cares for each other and all living things (Wenger-Nabigon, 2010).
Although the project participants are a diverse group from a variety of nations,
the Dakota teachings of love, respect, humility, courage, wisdom, truth, and hon-
esty are the guiding principles of tokatakiya wichoni washte, and they form the
foundation of the men’s group (Brandon University, 2018; Hart, 2002; Southern
First Nations Network of Care, 2022).

2.1. Impact of colonialism on family, culture, and knowledge transla-
tion. Before settler occupation, many Indigenous nations were centred on social
balance (Hart, 2002; Prehn & Ezzy, 2020). Women were honoured, and respect
was crucial in all relationships (Neeganagwedgin, 2013). All individuals had equal
and vital roles in families and communities, and interpersonal violence was rare
(Weaver, 2009). Despite resistance from Indigenous people, the colonial imposi-
tions of the Indian Act and treaties caused land stewardship and ownership to
change in favour of settlers, residential schools destroyed families, and the leader-
ship and power in communities was re-ordered (Cowan, 2020; Neeganagwedgin,
2013; Smallwood et al., 2021). The role of men in the new regime caused dy-
namics to change by replacing shared power and social equality with patriarchal
models of maleness. Within the broader social context, Indigenous men’s roles
were marginal at best. In reality, the Indigenous men in this new power structure
were disempowered, dismissed, and trivialized (Neeganagwedgin, 2013). Within
a short period, the roles of Indigenous men changed drastically and caused many
of them to experience a loss of dignity, a lack of direction, and an identity crisis
(Allen, 1992; Smallwood et al., 2021).

Today, the impact of colonization and subsequent generations of trauma is
evident. Indigenous men are less likely to graduate high school and have higher
rates of incarceration and shorter lifespans (Waddell et al., 2021; Innes & Ander-
son, 2015). In Manitoba, where this study took place, 71% of murder victims are
Indigenous men (Andrew-Gee, 2014; Innes & Anderson, 2015). Youth are grow-
ing up with the effects of inter-generational trauma and face issues of suicide,
gang membership, and drug and alcohol abuse (Bombay et al., 2014; Whitbeck
et al., 2009, 2014). In the face of these challenges, Indigenous men are seeking
support and strength in their culture.

2.2. Culture as a solution. Research has shown that cultural and land-based
programs can bring healing (Murrup-Stewart et al., 2021; Schwartz et al., 2012;
Sommerfeld & Danto, 2019). In many studies focused on women or youth, restora-
tive and protective factors against historical trauma were linked to cultural recla-
mation, a sense of self, recognition of shared cultural identity, and connection to
family and culture (Cooper et al., 2019; Gittings et al., 2024). Other researchers
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have emphasized that Indigenous men’s groups provide Indigenous men with a
sense of belonging, cultural role modelling, and healing through ceremony and
connection to land (George et al., 2019; McDonald & Haswell, 2013; Waddell et
al., 2021). Yet there are very few funded, let alone consistently funded, programs
with a focus on culture, healing, and land-based learning for Indigenous men in
many parts of Canada (George et al., 2019; McCalman et al., 2006; McCleary,
2023; Waddell et al., 2021). Furthermore, there is a lack of research centred on
the experiences of Indigenous men in Canada.

For instance, a 2021 literature review of land-based learning identified nine
studies that met the criteria for land-based physical activities, including fishing,
hunting, berry picking, medicinal picking, and other outdoor programs (Ahmed
et al., 2021), of which only two occurred in Canada (Iwasaki & Bartlett, 2006;
Robertson & Ljubicic, 2019). Both included mixed-gender participants and fo-
cused on physical health strategies.

Additionally, other work has explored the development of men’s initiatives
but not their evaluation of success (George et al., 2019). Often, when Indigenous
men are the focus of intervention or research, it is related to justice initiatives
where they are stereotyped as perpetrators (Innes & Anderson, 2015). Rarely do
prevention, intervention, or wellness initiatives acknowledge the source of their
pain and provide structures and supports to dismantle the colonial impact.

To address this issue, the overarching goal of the present study was to develop
and describe the impact of an Indigenous men’s group, specifically focusing on
land-based learning, including traditional practices such as moose hunting and
drum making. The paper uses photovoice and individual interviews to reflect
on the experiences of the men in this traditional land-based learning group. We
argue that the Indigenous men’s group enables Indigenous men to (re)connect,
share knowledge, and increase pride in themselves and their community in a
safe, supportive environment. Our contribution to the literature emphasizes the
importance of Indigenous men’s groups while also reinforcing the argument that
cultural solutions can and will potentially reduce some of the negative impacts
of colonization. Moreover, the study contributes to a growing body of literature
on Indigenous masculinities that brings together health and wellness, the social
sciences, and the humanities. In this way, we contribute to a nuanced study of
Indigenous men and masculinities that engages with recent work both directly
and indirectly.

3. PARTICIPANTS

Participants Throughout the project, participant numbers changed as the
men’s group established itself in the community. Additionally, drum-making was
an impetus for getting the program started, but over the course of a year, the men
participated in many other activities, such as ceremonies, ice fishing, assisting one
another in vision quests, presentations to youth groups, and many other advocacy
activities. In addition to drum-making, many activities were ones the men had
not had an opportunity to engage in before joining the group. Therefore, it
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was effectively impossible to determine the precise impact of the drum-making
program; instead, the findings reflect the men’s overall experiences in Akicita
Cante Waste. During the sharing circles, researchers were present and spoke as
part of the collective. However, we do not include researcher comments in the
findings; instead, the focus is on the men’s narratives.

Additionally, due to COVID-19 restrictions on group size some sessions were
not accessible to all researchers; but the Indigenous research assistant attended
all drum-making sessions to ensure consistency. Akicita Cante Waste invited
that research assistant to participate in other events and activities. Overall,
we gathered the stories and experiences of ten men, two female researchers, two
female research assistants, and one boy under age eighteen (while it is beyond the
scope of this article, significant work remains to be done on Indigenous boyhood).
Participants chose how they wanted to be involved in the project throughout the
year-long experience, some participated multiple times, and others only once.
Through the informed consent process, participants chose their pseudonyms and
indicated how they wanted to be involved in the research, but we did not collect
demographics on the participants. The participants agreed to the research project
and decided to observe and have their comments included in the analysis; however,
one participant did not want their words quoted directly, so they are not included
in the analysis.

4. METHODS

4.1. Two-eyed seeing approach with community-based participatory re-
search. This community-based participatory research project used a two-eyed
seeing approach to meet the goals and objectives. Two-eyed seeing is a decoloniz-
ing research method that privileges Indigenous knowledge and worldviews while
acknowledging Western perspectives (Iwama et al., 2009). Partners co-create
knowledge collaboratively based on the 6 Rs: respect, reciprocity, relationship,
relevance, responsibility, and representation (Tsosie et al., 2022; Wright et al.,
2019). The authors have a well-established research protocol that integrates the
6 Rs into all aspects of research design (Tsosie et al., 2022: Waddell-Henowitch
et al., 2022). Additionally, we established the research partnership years before
the start of this specific project through other community-based participatory
research project projects and community initiatives (Waddell et al., 2020, 2021).

In a two-eyed-seeing approach, it is vital to acknowledge and recognize the
contributions of all partners to the research team while appreciating and holding
on to both Indigenous and settler knowledges. The research team consisted of
four social science scholars, three who identify as settlers and one who is Inuit,
one Indigenous leader who also acted as the project coordinator, one Indigenous
spiritual leader, and two undergraduate research assistants, one of whom identifies
as Indigenous and the other as a settler. These individuals worked collaboratively
throughout the process, taking the lead at times and stepping back when needed
(Waddell et al., 2020). In this context, the settler and Indigenous researchers
collaborated with men from the Akicita Cante Waste Good Hearted Warriors
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men’s group. Akicita Cante Waste, a men’s group, is a local organization formed
to provide an opportunity for Indigenous men to gather. The group is not static;
they have an open-door philosophy, and participants join and engage in different
ways.

This manuscript focuses on the partnership between the Akicita Cante Waste
men and the researchers as we progressed together in a year-long hunt-to-drum
community-based participatory research project. This included a traditional
hunt, dressing the animal, preparing the hide, creating the drum, and awak-
ening the drum. The multimethod project used collective ethnography, sharing
circles, individual interviews, and photovoice to capture the experiences of both
the men and the researchers. We have published a fulsome description of the
research protocol elsewhere (Waddell-Henowitch et al., 2022).

4.2. Sharing Circles. This is a method of data collection that redistributes and
shares power between participants and facilitators (Kovach, 2009; Lavallée, 2009).
A research partner, Blue Sky, who was also the coordinator of the men’s group,
facilitated and shared in each of the four sharing circles. Overall, ten men, four
women, and one boy participated in the sharing circles. The circles occurred at
different points in the process, one right after the hunt (four women, eight men,
and one boy), one occurred within a week of the hunt (four women, eight men,
and one boy), one when the men were making the drum frames (two women,
seven men and one boy), and one when they were working with the hides (five
men).

4.3. Individual Interviews. After completing the drums and the final sharing
circle, we invited the men involved with Akicita Cante Waste men’s group to
participate in individual interviews. A researcher in collaboration with the In-
digenous research assistant conducted the semi-structured interviews. Six adults
and one youth under age 18 participated in an interview. After the interviews,
individuals received a gift card as remuneration for their time and knowledge.

4.4. Photovoice. This is a method of community-based participatory research
that involves taking pictures, having an opportunity to reflect with peers to make
collective interpretation of imagery, and sharing the reflections in dissemination
strategies (Castleden et al., 2008; Liebenberg et al., 2019). At the very first
meeting with the men regarding the research project, we explained the photovoice
process and invited the men to participate. At the second meeting, the men
that consented to be involved in the photovoice component received a camera, a
memory card, and instructions. Throughout the year-long research project, men
were reminded about the project’s photovoice component. Upon completing the
drums, the men chose and titled their five favourite photographs; then, during the
final feast, we discussed the photos as a group. The research assistant conducted
an individual interview with one man and one child who could not attend the
photovoice final feast. Participants chose photos that included their faces and
the faces of community members. All individuals in the photos provided consent
for their photographs to be used and disseminated.
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4.5. Analysis. The project used observation, photographs, and traditional meth-
ods of research. All the activities combined allowed for the researchers to develop
rapport and enriched our understanding of the men and the group. In this paper,
we report on the analysis of the sharing circles and interviews, some of which are
focused on the photovoice component of the project. We recorded and transcribed
all sharing circles and individual interviews verbatim. The research assistants,
who were present for all interviews and sharing circles, transcribed the recordings
for consistency. A researcher and two research assistants used narrative coding
with NVivo to identify 46 inductive codes within the interviews and sharing cir-
cles (Butina, 2015). The codes included concepts such as aspiration, desire for
connection to culture, connecting to community, connecting to culture, emotions,
encouragement, fathering, fun, gratitude, learning, teaching, sharing, pride, and
purpose. From those codes, two researchers and a research assistant developed
preliminary themes. It became apparent that the codes were all intertwined, but
the prominent themes were connecting, sharing knowledge, purpose, and pride.
The entire research team, including the research assistants and the Indigenous
community researchers, reviewed the preliminary themes and adapted the con-
cepts and language until there was consensus amongst the group. This process
of collaboration ensured that the final themes were co-created and reflective of a
community perspective (Bird et al., 2009; Iwama et al., 2009).

5. FINDINGS

Some themes align with other authors’ findings that Indigenous men’s groups
play a role in increasing belonging, cultural role modelling, and healing (George et
al., 2019; McDonald & Haswell, 2013; Waddell et al., 2021). Our findings expand
on that work through reference to the individual interviews, photovoice project,
and sharing circles. The men’s stories emphasized the men’s groups’ impact on
connecting, knowledge sharing, and pride.

5.1. Connecting. Connection showed up in multiple ways in the men’s stories.
For instance, they talked about connecting to one another, culture, creator, and
their families. Some men started with the group looking to connect with an
Elder. For example, M, who was employed by the military at the time he joined
the group, indicated that

I joined the group to seek out the guidance of the Elder that leads
the group. I was seeking out a form of counselling that was unavail-
able to me by my services. By reaching out to the public entities, I
was then able to be linked up with the Elder. The Elder connected
me with the group. I was just embraced if you would, by the entire
group itself, and [that] made it really comfortable for me to be able
to be in an atmosphere that I recognized from my youth. And it
was easy for me to contribute, reciprocate meaningful energy right
back. (M, Final Interview)
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The welcoming nature of the group and the connection that the men felt in it
was also acknowledged by K, who had struggled with alcoholism in the past and
experienced a tragic loss before joining the men’s group:

I told Blue Sky that he’d be in my photos because he inspires me.
He asked me to go to the men’s group when I didn’t know him.
I was at the friendship centre for an appointment, and he walked
up to me and said, “I know you have no idea who I am, but you
should come to our men’s group.” Here we are gathering willows
for the Carberry sweat lodge. (K, Figure #1)

FIGURE 1. “The Dakota Way”- Participant K

The connection the men were able to build is reflected by MS, who indicated
in a sharing circle, “I met them through this journey. And we’re just close, you
know? And we treat each other with respect, dignity, simple as that. There is no
“I'm better that you” no, none of that, not in this world.” The absence of judgment
that MS reflects on allowed all participants in the men’s group to be included
and provided an opportunity for men to build trust and grow as individuals. For
instance, K expressed how the connection in the group had changed him and
provided him with the opportunity to express himself in a meaningful way:

When I was first in the group, I didn’t say too much. But then,
as | continued with the group and kept coming back, that’s when
I slowly opened up. And then when we went hunting, and when
we went snowshoeing and snaring, you know, to sit with the guys,
when we had our gatherings and talking and I, we all teased and
joked around and stuff. So yeah, that’s how I opened up. (K,
Final Interview)

The men’s group also became a supportive environment for individuals to
process and confront disappointment. For instance, T talked about how the men
had spent an entire day on the land with a local trapper to catch rabbits. Their
goal had been to harvest and feed members of the community:

We were out there, and the guys never caught nothing. 1 was
disappointed, man, come on bro. Come on. [Laughter|... But it
was fun, like I mean, we looked like little boys going through the
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bush with snowshoes in a line-up, we were just cracking up.” (T,
Figure #2)

FIGURE 2. “No Wabose” — Participant T

In addition to the connections the men were forming with one another, the
group also allowed them to reconnect with their families, partners, and children.
J summarized the impact the group has had on the way the men connect with
their families and children:

Some of these guys have grown so much, some of these guys have
reclaimed their children, and have taken on being a father again.
Some of these guys have rekindled their relationships at home.
And yet, they’re very honest about where they are in life right
now. And they’re not scared to share that with others, and they
are so supportive of one another. (J, Final Interview)

F emphasized the importance of the connection of the men within the group
by stating that “because we all matter in this world. You know, even though we
don’t have that support system. But we got brothers and sisters in this circle
to support us” (Sharing Circle). As the men connected with one another, we
witnessed that their connection to culture, one another, their families, and their
creator strengthened. The men in the group were able to bring forward these
connections into all other interactions in their lives.

5.2. Sharing Knowledge. The men spoke about finding their voices, sharing
their experiences, supporting one another, and creating a safe space to share
knowledge without judgment. In a sharing circle, MS spoke about tokatakiya
wichoni washte and emphasized that when leaders teach in a good way, they are
working on themselves as well:

I think when I think of growth, I think of your spirit, and how it
grows every time we do good. And that type of thing you don’t
often think about, but while you’re doing things in a good way,
for other people, T if he’s teaching or he’s making a drum, he’s
working on himself too.

T reflected on the impact he felt while providing men and boys with support
through this type of group and what he received in return:
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You know what he’s talking about, like not tooting my own horn.
People that I knew since they were six, seven, eight years old,
today they’re working at Walmart, or working at Superstore, and
they have families of their own. They approached me and they
say, “Thank you for helping me and trying to help me, you know,
in a good way.” As I think, and I say, you know, you don’t have
to thank me; me, I'm just here, just here to support you and help
you heal, just like I like needed support. I'm getting the support,
I need that help, you know, it’s just like, it all comes together.
(Sharing Circle)

Much like T, M felt that the teaching that he provided to others became part
of his own healing:

“But when you're guiding and showing somebody, it’s a different
kind of fun, it’s a different kind of enjoyment that’s wholesome,
that you might not really think about. So, for myself, I felt really
good about today. I thought it benefited my mental health in
an aspect that was wholesomely positive. And I believe that—I
believe that this going forward is only going to create more positive
circumstances in my day than—in my day than are going to trap
me away from, you know, the not—the realm of not feeling. It
sorts of snapped me back. (Sharing Circle)

M emphasized that teaching and giving had helped him connect with his
feelings in ways he could not find elsewhere. Another participant, S, talked about
the healing that he found through the program and specifically about making the
drum, learning from others, and singing with the drum:

You know, the boys taught me how to make my own drum. So,
to be, to be able to have these extensions of myself, that is what
healed me. As a young man who has been through so much in
my life, this drum saved me time and time again. Not just this
drum, but every drum that I've seen. The songs that we sing, the
meaning of it alone, just to look at it can make you feel better you
know. Healing, there’s healing that comes with it, there’s a life,
there’s just a feeling of being Indigenous you know. I love—I love
what we do. (S, Figure #3)

The youngest participant, E, also reflected on how the learning had impacted
his life:

It taught me a lot more of hunting, making drums, preparing the
wood. Like it’s such a nice experience to have and, again, I ac-
tually want to say this, but I'm still really, really thankful. I'm
just—every day I keep on thinking to myself what could have hap-
pened if I didn’t join. I wouldn’t have this knowledge of the songs,
I wouldn’t have this knowledge of how to make a drum, how—how
to hunt, how to pray in a waking drum, spirit quests, sweats; [they]|
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FIGURE 3. “Extensions of Myself” — Participant S

just gets rid of all the negativity. Um, I remember, I kind of suf-
fered from anxiety. And I see the counselor like every couple—it
went from every couple of days, and then a week, or every two
weeks, and then every month now. And I feel like that’s mostly
because of cleansing and sweats; and all this beauty just makes
me really happy. I'm happy to be here again. (E, Final Interview)

75

The cyclical nature of learning and teaching, and how the men and boys went
back and forth between the roles of sharing knowledge, is evident in the words
of E’s father. Often, when the men and E were learning new skills, his younger
sibling was also present. E’s father reflected that “Glittering Hawk boy really
looks up to his older brother, Fire Bear, and Fire Bear is a great role model, so
monkey see, monkey do!” (P, Figure #4)

They also reflected on sharing knowledge, J stated the following in a sharing
circle: But there’s lots of us doing good things. You can be a good dad. You can
be a good man. You can take these teachings and teach others. And you know,
you've said it, you've said it, you've said it, you've all said it; today wasn’t just
about sharing what you had, but learning from others as well, too, right? You
opened yourself to do that. Lastly, the space was a safe place to share knowledge,
make mistakes, and ask questions, which are crucial parts of learning;:

When I made this drum, I kind of made a mistake because I went
too fast. I did the hole wrong. But that to me, makes me re-
member, the beginning to like the end result. Learning patience,
because I moved too fast on that. Yeah, I didn’t see it till after
it was done. So, the next drum that I made I did it differently.
(S, Sharing Circle). Because they need to know who they are and
where to go, and if they have questions that they’re not just—that
there’s no dumb questions. (T, Sharing Circle).

Individuals in the men’s group shared culture, ceremony, skills, and knowl-
The men moved in and out of the role of leader or teacher as needed.
Leadership was not assigned to one individual; rather, it was a collaborative
group effort made possible by mutual respect and responsibility. Growth came

edge.
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FIGURE 4. “Teaching Younger Generations” Participant P

from sharing, learning, and supporting one another to learn new skills, accomplish
something as a group, or sit in a ceremony.

5.3. Purpose and Pride. Along with all the other positive outcomes of the
men’s group, among the most evident was the pride the men gained in themselves,
their culture, and the Akicita Cante Waste Group. The men’s pride resonated in
the activities they accomplished together, being part of a collective identity recog-
nized in the community, having a positive impact, giving back to the community,
and rekindling their Indigenous identity. One element of this was the pride and
purpose the men garnered from maintaining the Amahpiya Dowan Mani (“I am
walking while the clouds are singing”) Cultural Site, commonly known as the
East site, owned by the local friendship centre and named after one of the group
members. The East site is a space that the men use and have autonomy over just
outside of the city. They can build ceremonial structures, harvest grandfathers
(the rocks used in sweats) and medicines, and use the land for ceremony whenever
needed. This autonomy over the land provided them with purpose and pride in
being able to help others. For instance, MS highlighted all the work required to
prepare for ceremony.

And there’s a lot of people who put a lot of time into making these
ceremonies happen. And the work that’s done, you can see it’s
covered there, but some fellows came out and put a fire together.
The grandfathers are in there, ready to light. After they pray
over it. I probably had prayed over. It covered it. It’s yeah, the
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wood has to be cut, the grandfathers, the stones, they have to be
gathered. At this time of year, the grass hadn’t grown yet. But
now we're out there cutting grass all the time. And, yeah, so the
sweat itself has to be renewed. And that’s done. Willows for wet
and harvested and number of people came together to- some for
the first time to build a sweat, some for the 300th time. And, yeah,
it’s always a learning experience. And it’s always fun. There’s a
lot of kidding, a lot of—a lot of cajoling goes along with all of what
we do. Probably makes it, makes the work easier. That’s for sure.
(Sharing Circle)

MS took pride in the work that was collectively done to care for the land and
set the scene for ceremony. Similarly, B indicated that the work that he put in
to maintain the lodge made him and others feel good:

Yeah, the sweat lodge, and maintenance, me and K. We do a lot of
grass cutting around there. Makes us feel good doing that. Yeah,
that’s what I enjoy doing. Maintaining the—the lodge and keeping
medicines on stock. And picking medicine is the best thing that I
love—what I like to do now. (Individual Interview)

J talked about the entire process of drum making, and all the different con-
tributions the hunt provided, the focus for him was on the provisions the hunt
was able to provide for the men’s family and community:

Because it was—it was just something that we were just trying
to do on our time, with what we have. So overall, from start to
finish, from preparation of getting hunting gear, to the training,
to the preparation and leading up to the hunt camp, to the pipe
ceremony, to dressing those animals on the land, to working with
the wood, and really not even, more than that, working and har-
vesting that meat, and understanding how hard it really was, it
is, but how beneficial it was for us to be able to not only feed
our families but feed our Elders and community and to give that
gift back. To give, right, like that in itself is—1I just feel, feel the
hair is standing up under my shirt here. Um, it feels good, you
know. It feels good to do something bigger than you thought was
attainable. (J, Individual Interview)

The men’s group became the venue for the men to branch out into other
areas of the community. During the process of the research—and into the present
day—the Akicita Cante Waste group comes out to ceremonies, helping to keep the
lodge in good shape, participating in advocacy marches, teachings in the local
schools, and sharing their experiences on social media not just to Indigenous
people but to settlers as well. A lot of these experiences became recognized in
the community, as P indicated:

We get tagged on a lot of things to through the men’s group on
Facebook, and me and my wife share a Facebook, so I got family
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members on there. And they say they can’t wait to see every week
what it’s going to be. And they’re like, “Oh, we’re so proud of you.”
. That was a huge motivational boost. (P, Final Interview)

J shared more than just a sense of pride. He also shared a counter-narrative
about Indigenous men and Indigenous communities that gave him hope:

I see so much hope in our future, right? I think of ten years
from now and these young men that are in this space with us
and what they’re seeing, what they’re learning about, and how
they’re—they’re being so supported by these men, and these broth-
ers, and these women? Right? Strong, strong people. But the
future looks really, really good for our community, right? I think
that we’re planting some beautiful seeds in our community for
young boys, and for their fathers and uncles and grandfathers, to
see themselves in community, right? And that’s what this is all
been about is redefining ourselves as, as Indigenous men, as men
in community and society, right?” And how we have a soft side.

(Sharing Circle)

Another participant reflected on his son and a shirt that was gifted to him
from the Boys with Braids campaign: 1 “Fire Bear was super, super proud of this
picture and the shirt because of the way his braid was. He said it’s the same
thickness and the same length of that one. So, he’s like, ‘Mom, Dad, this shirt
was modeled after me!” So he was really proud.” (P, Figure #5). Importantly,
P’s son felt proud because others around him affirmed his way of being, not as
strange or unmanly, but as something to be proud of.

This same participant also stated the following:

“So, I pray every day, thankful every day. Um, my son, E, my
daughter asked him a long time ago, my daughter asked him,
“What do you identify as?” And I just—I was I was kind of listen-
ing, but I wasn’t listening. But out of the corner of my eye, and
I see him, he kind of puffs up his shoulders, and kind of cocks his
head to the side and says, “I'm a proud Dakota.” And holy shit,
that made me proud. So, when they get dressed, it’s an honor
for me to braid their hair. That’s the first thing I’ve tried to do;
sometimes, they’ll ask for me and my wife to do it sometimes. If
I get to do it, you know? Brush his hair, braid his hair. It’s a
privilege, it’s an honour. (Sharing Circle)

The Akicita Cante Waste men have also impacted the broader urban Indige-
nous community by sharing their renewed knowledge, stories, and experiences.
The men’s group has become a staple at public gatherings, ceremony, marches,
and special events. They have become advocates for important causes and often
march for murdered and missing women, girls, boys, and men. They stand tall
during Pride festivities to support Two-Spirit individuals and serve as firekeepers
at local ceremonies and community events. The pride the men felt towards their
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FIGURE 5. “Boys with Braids” — Participant P

identity, their experiences, and the work that they were doing with the men’s
group was evident in all interactions. They also fostered this in one another
through the support they offered, the relationships they built, the knowledge
they shared, and their common purpose.

6. DISCUSSION

The findings of this research project show the multifaceted benefits that are
created when Indigenous men have a group and space that supports connection,
knowledge sharing, purpose, and pride. Connection was one of the most promi-
nent findings from the Akicita Cante Waste men’s group. The connections and
relationships the men built on the land through the hunt-to-drum process directly
impacted and influenced their healing. Many of the men came to the Akicita
Cante Waste men’s group with experiences of hardship, trauma, and other nega-
tive impacts of colonization. Through the process of the hunt-to-drum and their
ongoing activities, these men are on the path of tokatakiya wichoni washte (“the
good life”), which not only encourages them to remain on that path but also
encourages others to join them. (Innes & Anderson, 2015). These findings are
consistent with other structured programs, such as men’s sheds and DUDES clubs
(Efimoff et al., 2021), as well as a variety of men’s healing programs in Australia
(Horak & Thompson, 2025). Like a program in Kettle and Stoney Point First
Nation (George et al., 2019), the Akicita Cante Waste men’s group developed or-
ganically, with the men determining how best to engage with culture, ceremony,
and intergenerational leadership. The program was not prescribed; there was no
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set agenda. Among themselves, the men determined what was required and how
they would engage with culture, ceremony, and one another.

The connection they gained was more than a friendship; in fact, most of
them now speak of a brotherhood that developed through the process. The
land-based activities, such as the hunt-to-drum cycle, allowed for a structure
where relationships could develop in an organic fashion, creating deeper, more
meaningful connections. Walsh et al. (2020) determined that the nature of land-
based programs provides an opportunity for strong relationships to develop due to
the tendency for men to rely on one another for survival. The nature of the land-
based programming in the Akicita Cante men’s group had a similar effect. Many
of the men had been raised in urban centres and had not had the opportunity to
hunt before this experience. Once strangers to each other, these men developed
a strong connection because they became dependent on one another for safety,
support, and knowledge to reach their objectives (McDonald, 2023).

Many of the men are now encouraging the next generation of Indigenous boys
to become involved in their activities. This resonates through the contributions of
E, the youngest member of the Akicita Cante Waste men’s group at the time the
research took place. Since the completion of the research project, participation
has increased, and the men’s group now has many younger men who regularly
attend. The importance of intergenerational sharing as a method to combat the
destruction caused by colonization is consistent with findings from other juris-
dictions (Golding & Foley, 2017; Walsh et al., 2020; Yang & Warburton, 2018).
An important future direction for research will be to consider Indigenous boys
and their relationship to masculinity and manhood, bringing together Indigenous
studies alongside boyhood studies.

7. CONCLUSIONS

Through the Akicita Cante Waste men’s group, land-based programs enabled
Indigenous men in this study to reclaim connections to land, culture, and family,
develop and share knowledge, and regain purpose and pride in the traditional
lifeways that were formerly inaccessible to them. The men support themselves
and other community members in living tokatakiya wichoni washte (“the good
life”). The involvement in the program provides a venue for Indigenous men to
engage with their children in meaningful ways, which impacts the cycle of dysfunc-
tion that colonization has created while also helping to heal ongoing generational
traumas. However, like many Indigenous-led programs, the future of the Akicita
Cante Waste men’s group is uncertain due to precarious funding. More research
is required to understand the positive impact Indigenous men’s programming is
having on individuals, families, and communities. Future projects should also
prioritize sustainable funding to ensure that all Indigenous people have access
to programming, especially land-based cultural revitalization programming. In-
digenous families and communities’ well-being depends on resisting colonization’s
effects by revitalizing cultural practices and supporting opportunities for positive
connections.
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