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Abstract: The aim of this essay is to address the challenges and problems in communicating 

with horses and interpreting their communication in everyday handling and training situations. 

We seek ways to learn more about equine communication and agency in the prevention of 

cruelty against animals and in enhancing animal welfare. We ask how it would be possible to 

learn to read the subtle signs of equine communication and agency in a sensible, sensitive, and 

ethical way to increase the health and wellbeing of horses that humans interact with. We have 

placed this theoretical examination in a multidisciplinary framework that consists of human-

animal studies, feminist posthumanities, cultural and literary studies, and equine social science, 

as well as applied insights from, for example, discussions on power, ethics, and politics. Our 

emphasis is on the need for situated knowledges, among scientific and tacit knowledges, in order 

to ‘become with’ a horse in a relationship based on mutual communication and trust. These 

different types of knowledges are central to an ‘animal politics’ that is organised politically on 

behalf of animals and motivated by an ethics of care and responsibility, echoing recent requests 

for a relational ethics in interactions with animals in multispecies societies and  

more-than-human worlds. 

Keywords: horses, learning, equine communication, equine agency, tacit knowledge, situated 

knowledges, ethics, care 
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The horse has come a long way into our world. They use their athleticism and their 

intellect to configure themselves in whatever version of a horse we have invented for 

them in each equine discipline. They do so with stoicism and with remarkably little 

protest. […] Unless we have done something to shatter their trust, most horses are 

affable, imminently social and extraordinarily generous in their efforts to cope with the 

oft-times taxing environment we have created for them. These highly social beings do 

their damnedest to communicate with us. Perhaps we should do more to venture a little 

further into their Umwelt and learn a little equine communication on the journey. 

(Antonia Henderson, ‘Talking to Horses’ 49) 

 

Introduction 

The Cambridge Declaration on Consciousness, signed by a group of neuroscientists in 2012, was not 

only a breakthrough for ethology but also significant for animal studies. According to the 

declaration, nonhuman animals have the same neurological capabilities for conscious thought and 

emotionally motivated behaviour as humans (‘Cambridge Declaration’). This admission has 

mostly remained an abstract principle, however, for two major reasons. First, nothing really 

changed for the nonhuman animals themselves: the declaration did not have a noticeable impact 

on human actions and practices regarding nonhuman animals in, for example, meat production. 

The second reason is that many people who interact with nonhuman animals daily have seen 

them even before as companions and considered them conscious subjects capable of emotion, 

intentional action, and intricate communication (Charles and Aull Davies). In the context of the 

Declaration and especially in terms of the second reason the paradox, then, lies in how human 

handling of animals regarded as companions is increasingly reported to cause them pain. This has 

happened in, for example, equine training, where reports of animal abuse in horse training and 

equestrianism have become frequent (Thomas; Lesté-Lasserre; Dyson and Pollard, ‘Relationship 

with Gait’; ‘Elite Dressage’; Tuomola et al., ‘Oral Lesions’; ‘Risk Factors’). There has been 

particular concern about certain training methods and tack, such as too-tight nosebands and 
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girths, supplementary reins, or in-hand working equipment that are considered painful and 

cruel, and that may actually pose a threat to the social license of operating equestrian sports 

(Thompson, ‘Dressage Dilemmas’; Johannessen). How has an ethical move towards  

cross-species relationships, empathy, and communication between human and nonhuman 

animals, increasingly shared and accepted among those interacting with animals, not yet  

been accomplished? 

 The aim of this essay is to address the challenges and problems in communicating with 

horses and interpreting their communication in everyday handling and training situations in a 

novel way, by exploring the interplay between different types of knowledges in human-horse 

interaction. To find ways to resolve them, we explore how to learn more about equine 

communication and agency in the prevention of cruelty to animals and in enhancing animal 

ethics and welfare. We ask how it would be possible, according to these paradigms, to learn to 

read, in a sensible and sensitive way, the subtle signs of equine communication and agency to 

increase rather than decrease the health and wellbeing of the horses with whom people live, 

work, and spend their time. For example, in competitive equestrianism, especially dressage, 

many of the problems in training derive from the conception of riding as art, based on aesthetic 

understandings of the horse and rider-horse combination. Therefore, Thompson (‘Dressage 

Dilemmas’) suggests that making dressage more ethical requires critical attention to the ethical 

and aesthetic ‘ugliness’ of current accepted practices, and an ‘aesthetic shift’. How to achieve 

this shift and to interpret the beauty of horses in an ethical way? More broadly, can what horses 

themselves have to tell be acknowledged and accommodated within the body of knowledge 

about horses, and shape contexts in which humans seek to approach, understand and train  

them? How can horses in different equestrian practices be recognised as individuals,  

subjects, and agents? 

We place this theoretical examination in a multidisciplinary framework that consists 

of human-animal studies, feminist posthumanities, and cultural and literary studies (Haraway, 

The Companion Species Manifesto; When Species Meet; Byrke, Bryld and Lykke; Despret; Åsberg and 

Braidotti; Koistinen and Karkulehto; Eagleton; Pearce). We apply insights from recent work in 

human-animal studies and animal geographies, studies on equine behaviour and training in 
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equitation science to discussions on power, ethics, and politics in humanities and cultural 

theory. The analysis benefits from recent studies on human-horse relationships and equine 

agency in what Lynda Birke and Kirrilly Thompson call equestrian social science. 

Focusing on the role of knowledge, we discuss the concept of tacit knowledge and 

apply the writings of Birke and Tora Holmberg on sensually constructed knowledge and bodily 

ways of knowing, and Donna Haraway on ‘situated knowledges’ and ‘nonanthropocentric 

sensitivity’ (‘Situated Knowledges’; The Companion Species Manifesto 93). We point out the 

dynamics between different types of knowledges and their need for understanding the specific 

contexts of individual horses – not only spatial, including human-horse encounters in situations 

of interaction and in different environments, but also temporal ones. By the latter we mean  

both the life history of horses, including what they have experienced, learned, understood  

and possibly suffered, as well as their daily and yearly routines, habits and abilities to cope  

in the interaction.  

We have the posthumanist aim ‘to strive for more ethical cohabitation’ with nonhuman 

others (Karkulehto et al. 1) when encountering other species in the everyday, by investigating 

the possibilities of ‘reading’ equine communication and agency. These reading skills – as well as 

tireless, self-aware study and processual, material practice of these skills – are essential, 

especially when training young, unhandled horses; previously abused or mishandled horses who 

have lost their trust in humans; or horses who, as a result of prolonged pain or previous 

experiences in training, show signs of learned helplessness, a state where an animal ‘faced with 

chronic, inescapable, stress simply gives up trying, even when escape becomes available’ 

(Henderson, ‘Talking to Horses’ 45; see also Seligman and Maier; Maier and Seligman).1 

We begin our essay with a short review on the limitations of and the need for new 

scientific knowledge to promote equine wellbeing. We then present the role of tacit knowledge 

and bring forth a new perspective stemming from literary theory that has seldom if ever been 

made use of in the analysis of human-horse interaction. After this, we proceed to argue the need 

for situated knowledges, among other types of knowledges, of how to ‘become with’ a horse in 

a relationship based on mutual communication and trust. In the epilogue, we present the main  
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contribution of this essay: to highlight the significance of sensitive and ethical approaches to 

human-horse communication, based on acknowledging the dynamics between different  

types of knowledges. 

 

Learning from Scientific Knowledge? 

Human sensitivity and knowledge of horses’ feelings, experiences, and interactions are limited. 

It has been suggested that a major factor in this lack of sensitivity and inability to communicate is 

humans’ heavy reliance on verbal expression and interaction, which is not shared by nonhuman 

animals (Despret; Game). Although horses can learn to recognise not only humans’ tone of 

voice but also multiple words, their natural communication systems are not based on verbality 

but on various forms of visual, non-acoustic, haptic, kinesthetic, and olfactory signalling such as 

body language, proxemics, and kinesics (Argent 114-115; Henderson, ‘Talking to Horses’ 45). 

If not carefully practiced by humans, these signs may be too subtle and delicate for humans to 

interpret, or even to perceive or receive.  

When unaware of equine communication, humans’ knowledge of horses and their ways 

of feeling and experiencing may remain limited, if not non-existent, causing problems in 

communication between horses and their human handlers. For example, when horses learn 

something, they simultaneously learn an emotion and a feeling they have when learning. As in 

humans, the emotion can be positive or negative, and anything from happiness, amusement, 

contentment, affection, satisfaction, and pride to severe anxiety, fear, and sadness, or feelings of 

confusion, frustration, distance, and resistance (Holland). It goes without saying that it is both 

ethically questionable and practically short-sighted to make a prey animal of over one thousand 

pounds, who depends on flight as its primary means of survival, learn anything when anxious, 

confused, or fearful, and when it is ready to flee at any second (Leiner and Fendt; Henderson, 

‘And How Does That’; Starling et al.). What follows such an approach is inconsistent horse 

training that compromises horses’ welfare, puts the people handling them at risk, and develops 

horses with ‘behavioural problems’ (Henderson, ‘Equitation Science’ 46; Starling et al.). Due to 
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these limitations and shortcomings in human knowledge, equine ethology has addressed the 

reasons for training problems widely. Moreover, medical knowledge on horses’ welfare 

especially in terms of pain, reasons for their pain, and pain relief is rapidly increasing.  

Inconsistent horse training could also be prevented and changed by implementing a 

learning process about how horses learn, act, and communicate. One step in learning equine 

communication and agency is to learn equitation science, a field that produces new knowledge 

on equine health, wellbeing, behaviour, learning, and communication. The study of horses’ 

communication, cognition, and well-being has indeed increased considerably during the 21st 

century (Waran et al.; Brubaker and Udell; Henderson, ‘Is Your Horse Happy?’; Matsuzawa).  

Supporting this body of work, Haraway suggests that we should study the relationships 

of people and animals seriously, in a scientific manner, in scientific terms, and with scientific 

means. She asks what we could learn from the ethics and politics of encounters with otherness, 

and especially from the importance of these encounters (The Companion Species Manifesto: Dogs, 

People, and Significant Otherness). She claims that people could save the Earth from themselves by 

learning from the ways in which nonhuman companions meet humans. Reading Haraway’s 

writing carefully, we can recognise a quest for relationality regarding the acquisition and use of 

knowledge, as well as an ethical approach to interspecies communication. 

In the training of horses, however, even the increase in scientific knowledge does not 

seem to be able to reduce nor solve the problems observed. It is evident that scientific input has 

not gained ground in equestrianism in the same way it has in, for example, human education and 

health care. This may be because people who spend time with horses do not always have time or 

opportunities to study equine learning, but it is necessary to also consider limitations of the 

possibilities of natural sciences to promote equine wellbeing in training.  

Birke and Thompson (48) point out that ethology does not tell a lot about how horses 

experience being with people – nor do we meet ‘the horse’ at the yard but, instead, individual 

horses. To understand horses’ subjective experiences, emotions, feelings, intentions, and actions 

– namely, their agency – it is therefore crucial to know them as individuals well enough to be 

able to interpret their actions and messages (Charles and Aull Davies). As Birke and Thompson 
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remind us, ‘horses have their own viewpoints and […] although they are structurally 

subordinated to human power, they do have possibilities for agency, for shaping interspecies 

social engagements’ (4). Due to the agency of the individual horse, any interaction with horses is 

situated and therefore there are limits to the extent to which any specific context of interaction 

can be explained by universal science. 

Animal subjectivity has been a central topic in posthumanist theory, and it has also been 

increasingly discussed within equestrian social science, the study of human-horse relationships 

(Ekström von Essen and Bornemark 99). Philosopher Jonna Bornemark warns about ‘the risk of 

fully reducing the horse into an object of science, as we then do not think about him/her as a 

fellow living being’ (5). She further points out that ‘[a] horse is not only a biological system or a 

species with its species-typical behavior: it is also a unique individual that belongs to different 

cultural practices, which have been formed across the species boundaries, i.e. a subject’ (4). 

This leads us to the question about the types of knowledges found in equestrian cultures. 

Human-animal interaction and practices of caring for them are primarily based on practical 

knowledge created in lived practices and relations, a process that is not necessarily conscious 

but, at least partly, unconscious (Ingold 52). This applies to knowledge about horses, their 

training and ways of communicating with them in equestrian cultures (McShane and Tarr; 

Schurrman, ‘Horses as Co-constructors’). It has to be acknowledged that the epistemological 

starting point of natural sciences may not be enough and has to be supplemented by a focus on 

cultural, societal and political dimensions – insight into what is required for promoting human 

learning and understanding of equine communication. The changes needed will have to take 

place in multispecies societies and cultures with established conceptions, beliefs, norms and 

practices as well as hierarchies and power structures. In the next section, we will address this 

question by focusing on the central role of tacit knowledge in equestrian cultures. 

 

Learning in a Tacit Way? 

The concept of tacit knowledge coined by Michel Polanyi refers to personal, experiential, 

practical, and thus contextual and embodied knowledge or skills that are used in action but are 
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difficult to explain verbally (Polanyi). It is understood to be the opposite of explicit or written 

knowledge and consists of technical knowledge and skill as well as deeper conceptions, beliefs, 

and modes of thought that are often taken for granted (Nonaka 14-15). In the processes of 

creation and passing on of tacit knowledge, what is conveyed is to a large extent worldviews and 

understandings of how things should be. For instance, tacit knowledge about horses includes 

conceptions of horses as animals different from humans and ethical understandings of proper 

conduct in interacting with them (Schuurman, Hevoset hevosina). 

An important aspect of tacit knowledge about horses is the skill of ‘reading’ horses, 

communicating with them and observing and interpreting their subtle messages, expressions, 

and gestures (Birke; Schuurman, ‘Horses as Co-constructors’). Reading the subjective actions 

and experiences of a horse and understanding their wellbeing and learning requires knowledge 

of the individual, based on continuous mutual interaction and learning, to know the other’s life 

history. In everyday situations, the skill of reading horses manifests as the ability to interpret 

their emotions, experiences, and intentions, and the purpose of their actions. This is done by 

observing their physical appearance and movement, actions, and way of communicating with 

humans and other animals. A horse may look happy or apathetic, or act in a certain way to make 

the human understand, for example, that they wish to get into the stable or out in the field. As 

part of tacit knowledge, reading is a personal and experiential process that involves feelings, 

emotions, and affects.  

The process of learning is different depending on the type of knowledge. Explicit, 

written knowledge is systematic and easy to teach and learn. Tacit knowledge, on the other 

hand, is difficult to pass on to others (Nonaka 13-14). Learning tacit knowledge cannot be 

reduced to following abstract rules, but instead, it can only be learned by observing the work of 

others and practicing to do the same, typically in a traditional master-student relationship 

(Polanyi 30). In such exchanges, the content of tacit knowledge often changes somewhat  

as information is actively and situationally interpreted in a way to blend it with  

previous knowledge.  
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Thompson (‘Theorising Rider-Horse Relations’ 232) emphasises the nature of horse 

riding and training as a long-term process of rehearsal and mutual becoming which occurs over 

time, in an individual human-horse partnership. This ‘mutual becoming’ refers to a relational 

development called ‘becoming with’, in which both human and, in this case, horse, are affected 

by the other and, therefore, eventually transformed (Despret; Haraway, When Species Meet). In 

an individual human-horse relationship, the animal participates in the production of tacit 

knowledge over time and the acquired knowledge is contextualised by that relationship 

(Schuurman, ‘Horses as Co-constructors’). Unfortunately, long-term learning about horse 

handling, care, and training is often not possible, due largely to the commercialisation of 

contemporary equestrianism, especially at riding schools, where initial learning about horses 

commonly takes place. Opportunities to learn hands-on horse care at riding schools have 

become scarce as such work is increasingly conducted by employees.  

Because of its potential flexibility and adaptability, there is no reason why tacit 

knowledge cannot be adapted to changing worldviews or understandings of the relationships 

between humans and horses. There are limits, however, to the opportunities for renewal and 

change of tacit knowledge, due especially to the way in which it is passed on through situational 

learning, from one generation to another. Thus, it has been suggested that tacit knowledge is 

essentially conservative in nature and often tends to maintain practices that are considered 

outdated, as in the case of horse training methods which were previously widely used but would 

now be judged abusive (Schuurman, Hevoset hevosina). For example, a study by Zetterqvist 

Blokhuis and Andersson found that ‘to talk about the horse as a subject actively involved in the 

communication, seems not to be built into the traditional system of educating rider-horse 

combinations with its military inheritance’ (184). By military inheritance, they mean the 

modern training tradition ‘that views horses as objects that react mechanically’ (189). Thus, the 

mechanising attitude to horses has been preserved in the tacit knowledge legacy of equestrianism 

although the underlying conception of horses as animals has changed.  

Tacit knowledge is itself involved in the production of explicit scientific knowledge and 

in constant interaction with it, partly explaining why scientific discourses can never be purely 

objective, but always, to some extent, positioned or situated (Polanyi; Haraway, ‘Situated 
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Knowledges’; Puig de la Bellacasa, ‘“Nothing comes without its world”’). As suggested by 

Polanyi (20), if all that is personal were to be removed from knowledge, all knowledge would 

be destroyed. Accordingly, transformations in the ways of thinking about animals, the resulting 

recent profound changes in scientific approaches to them as well as the increase in posthumanist 

conceptualisations about equines and their subjective viewpoints and agencies inevitably 

challenge ways of relating to horses.  

The remarkably slow pace of adopting the newest evidence-based information produced 

by equitation scientists can be understood as resistance to change typical for tacit knowledge. 

The practices of care, handling, and training are supported by commonly held values and 

established conventions within networks and communities of equestrianism. These do not easily 

translate into scientific language nor posthumanist interpretations of animality (Birke, 

Hockenhull and Creighton). The situation epitomises how, despite its scientific accuracy, 

scientific knowledge does not readily fit into a culture that relies significantly on tacit 

knowledge. Therefore, for tacit knowledge to remain valid in the present environment of 

scientific understanding, it will eventually have to open up and transform – nevertheless 

retaining its contextual character, including the skill of ‘reading’. In the next section, we will 

take a closer look at what the concept of ‘reading’ entails from the perspective that has seldom, 

if ever, been used in the context of human-horse communication: the one of literary theory. 

 

Learning about Politics? 

We have used the concept of ‘reading’ above in a metaphorical manner, as it is used in the 

equestrian world, yet simultaneously suggesting that the behaviour, communication, and 

agencies of horses could be literally read as if they were written texts. This may, on the one 

hand, underrate horses as active subjects and agents. On the other hand, when considered from 

the perspective of one of the main fields of study and disciplines focusing literally on reading, the 

literary studies, it seems that its method of close reading and analysis of research materials and 

their contexts could elucidate the complexity of human-horse communication relatively well. 

Therefore, we now turn the focus on the theorisation of reading, examined in literary studies, 
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with the help of feminist and queer studies, to investigate whether there are possibilities for 

literary theory to reconfigure the ethical and political questions concerning new understandings 

and new futures and ethical cohabitation that humans and horses could share (Haraway, When 

Species Meet 289, 300-301; Karkulehto et al.). 

As literary theory is – according to cultural studies oriented literary scholars such as 

Eagleton – always political, it makes a political act out of both theory and reading. If we read 

horses and the signs of equine communication and agency, we are inevitably involved in politics. 

Reading is always performed in certain contexts, ideologies, and cultures, under certain cultural 

conventions, and these paradigms are under control of power (Karkulehto, ‘Litteraturforskning’ 

23, 32). Often, cultural politics and knowledge production are based on authorised domination 

of the weak and vulnerable; that is, the others and those who are made the ‘other’, such as 

nonhuman animals. According to Michel Foucault (The History of Sexuality), politics is defined by 

power, and knowledge production is never objective or neutral. This can be observed in the 

modern history of animal training and the different power relations and hierarchies that training 

practices have conveyed. Following Foucault’s concept of disciplinary power (Discipline and 

Punish 136), animals in training have been approached as ‘docile bodies’ that ‘may be subjected, 

used, transformed and improved’ (Thompson, ‘Theorising Rider-Horse Relations’; Schuurman 

and Franklin, ‘Performing Expertise’; Włodarczyk). 

Reading engages with theorisation and reason: the mind and the sense. In feminist and 

queer (literary) theory, however, the reading process is said to combine not only theoretical 

reasoning, the mind and the sense but also feelings, emotions, affects, and sensitivity, as well as 

ethics and politics in a place or space that is located at the intersection of the text and the reader 

(cf. McLaughlin; Pearce; Karkulehto, ‘Litteraturforskning’ 24; ‘In-Between’ 208). In feminist 

studies, reading and readership are based on the perception of reading as a reciprocal, 

interactive, affective, and touching process; in other words, as a process that operates on an 

emotional and affective level. The objects, or rather the collaborating subjects of the study, are 

approached as active and variable agents, and the information produced with them is interactive 

and processual. Both agents – the reader and the one who is being read – produce dynamic 

meanings in a mutual process of reading (Pearce 95, 238-243; Karkulehto, ‘Litteraturforskning’ 
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24). The desires and feelings, even the fears or the shame, of the reader become pivotal. The 

perception of reading as a reciprocal process also intertwines with the idea of resisting 

readership, which tackles the currently dominant conventions and politics of reading as well as 

the conventional expectations of reading positions for the sake of the ones being ‘read’ (see 

Fetterley; Morris; Karkulehto, ‘Litteraturforskning’ 29) – the ones that, in this context, would 

be the horses. 

When ‘reading’ horses, the affective, emotional, and embodied level of reading is 

merged with cognition, ethics, and politics, as well as the relational and situated contexts and 

histories of those involved. When approaching a horse, the intellectual intersects with the 

political and sense intersects with sensitivity and sensibility. The ideas of the intersectionality of 

knowledge, politics, feelings, and emotions are at the very core of examination when discussing 

the reading of the signs and traits in the communication between human and nonhuman animals. 

In the context of feminist posthumanities, Birke and Holmberg (123) talk about ‘sensually 

constructed knowledge’ that refers to ‘sensing through seeing, hearing, feeling and sniffing’ as a 

means of knowledge production. For Birke and Holmberg, such knowledge is central to an 

‘animal politics’ that is organised politically on behalf of animals and motivated by an ethics of 

care and responsibility, echoing recent requests for a relational ethics in interactions with 

animals in multispecies societies and more than human worlds (Greenhough and Roe; Buller; 

Puig de la Bellacasa, Matters of Care). For instance, Donovan (305) suggests a dialogical approach 

to caring for animals where, by means of analogy based on homology, it would be possible to 

imagine ‘how the animal is feeling based on how one would feel in a similar situation’. Such an 

approach emphasises the kind of moral compassion based on affect and embodied interaction 

shared with the animal defined by Acampora as a ‘cross-species compassion mediated by somatic 

experiences’ (23). It would be justifiable in horse training, where the signs of communication 

and learning are subtle and the signs of discomfort or even pain that prevent learning are even 

more subtle and, as mentioned before, many times misunderstood or ‘misread’. 

Åsberg and Braidotti refer to ‘immersive analyses’, intertwined with the ‘concerns of 

how to live well with multiple others on this planet’ (4). When communicating with nonhuman 
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animals in order to live well with them and care for them, such immersion is critical. In human–

horse communication, horses often read humans and their bodily states and gestures much 

better than humans can read theirs (Budiansky; Henderson, ‘Is Your Horse Happy?’; Despret 

115). They, for instance, can read the heart rate and muscle tension of their human handlers, 

and even adapt to them (Keeling et al.; Lanata et al.). The human handler is often the one who 

has to learn to read the horses’ gestures better in order to maintain and increase their wellbeing 

in training situations, and this learning requires immersion in the bodily communication of 

horses. This learning is remarkably enhanced by the human handler or trainer having 

accumulated both scientific and tacit knowledge and being prepared and able to combine them, 

when encountering horses, with knowledge of them as individuals with their own life history 

and experiences of their current situation, as we will show in the next section.  

 

Learning to ‘Become with’ in the Human-Horse Relationship 

According to Haraway (When Species Meet 207), training involves becoming available to each 

other, becoming attuned to each other, and becoming open to surprises. One of the main aims 

of equestrianism is that the act of riding leads to a mutual experience of partnership and 

harmony, in which the horse and the human create a seamless whole, a hybrid composed of two 

beings and led by the human. (Thompson, ‘Theorising Rider-Horse Relations’). This is 

described by Despret (122) as an ‘anthropo-zoo-genetic practice’, shared action that results 

from mutual communication between human and horse. This kind of ‘intra-action’ (Birke, Bryld 

and Lykke) can produce intimate knowledge of the other and their otherness, in the form of 

‘animality’ and ‘humanity’. Such communication can eventually transform both the human, 

‘“becoming with a horse”, performing a body that a horse can read, acquiring a horse-

sensitivity’, and the horse, by offering them ‘a new identity: being a horse-with-human’ 

(Despret 122). This sensitivity is developed individually, producing communication that 

sometimes only the partners involved can understand. 

As Thompson (‘Theorising Rider-Horse Relations’) argues, in a rider-horse relationship 

the human is usually in control of the horse and retains power, while the role of the horse is one 
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of submission and obedience. This is to some extent inevitable, for reasons of safety. However, 

the aim of a harmonious partnership may not be achieved, and training may even become a 

distressing experience for horses. Many horses are taught and trained this way, and harmed in 

the process, possibly leading to injuries to humans and/or horses (Birke and Thompson). 

Following Zetterqvist Blokhuis and Andersson, ‘there is reason to believe that the 

communication between rider and horse would be improved if riders would acknowledge horses 

as subjects and active partners in the communication’ (190). In order to further this goal, we 

propose a shift towards a relational approach to knowledge in horse training, based on a situated 

knowing of horses as subjects and agents, capable of constructing relationships with humans and 

learning by experience within those relationships. We suggest that recognising the various 

contexts of the individual horse can make a difference to how their subjective experiences, 

emotions, needs, and intentions may be read and taken into account in the interaction between 

horses and humans. The way the relationship between a human and a horse is contextually 

experienced plays a major role in the understanding of human–horse communication and equine 

learning (Schuurman and Franklin, ‘Performing Expertise’).  

Mutual learning and reading the other can be an intimate process, something that has 

not been included in behaviourist training principles or learning theory (for a comparison to dog 

training, see Włodarczyk). For owners for whom a relationship with a horse primarily involves a 

sharing of lived experiences, with a focus on knowing the horse well in order to care for them 

(Schurrman and Franklin, ‘In Pursuit’), mutual communication is based on responding to each 

other in ‘the intimate choreography of human/animal interrelationships’ (Birke, Bryld and 

Lykke 170). Such communication is not formal; instead, it is a conversation of questions and 

answers, proposals and responses as well as memories of past conversations, moments of 

knowing what the other means and fine-tuned dialogue. Training practices based on general, 

explicit knowledge and the guidance given by equitation science may then be difficult; the 

choreography and the way of interpreting the horse’s behaviour may be confused, resulting in 

misunderstandings and overreactions. For example, temporally – and often spatially – limited 

training sessions may create confusion for both horses and humans if the modes of embodied 

communication differ from their daily interaction.  
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However, what is crucial here is not only the mutual becoming of the actual horse-

human pair in isolation of their environment and history. For horses, the space and the social 

environment, including relationships with other horses and humans as well as daily and yearly 

routines – or, following von Uexküll, the Umwelt – play a part in experiencing the interaction 

and, thus, learning. Further, the interaction is shaped by the life history of both the horse and 

the human: their histories of learning and becoming with others in the past, what they have 

understood and possibly suffered, their personal capabilities and habits, the dialogues that have 

formed their experience of interacting with the other species as well as their emotional and 

embodied responses to these experiences and, ultimately, their expectations of future 

interaction. In terms of equestrian culture, horses join humans in obtaining cultural capital on 

how to be with humans in training, in the form of personal and experiential – therefore tacit – 

knowledge (Schuurman, ‘The Transnational Image’). In the current world of equestrianism, 

however, horses frequently change owners, which may pose a risk to consistency in their 

training, if information about their previous training and possible health and welfare issues is not 

adequately passed on to the new owner. The act of reading has a potential to uncover some of 

the lost information, given that the rider or trainer is open to learning from the interaction with 

the horse in question. 

Inevitably, there is a potential incompatibility between seeing horses’ behaviour as 

responses to stimuli and as signs of subjective agency involving actions that are meaningful for 

horses and result from their emotions, feelings, intentions, and perceptions of their environment 

and other actors (Schuurman and Franklin, ‘Interpreting Animals’). Because of these profound 

differences in understandings of the ‘animality’ of horses (Birke, Bryld and Lykke), it may well 

be that evidence-based knowledge on equine communication may not reach the emergent 

culture of contemporary equestrianism that values the horse-human relationship the most. It is 

interesting, however, that the concept of ‘attachment’ has recently entered the study of equine 

learning (McLean and Christensen; see Ekström von Essen and Bornemark), indicating a 

potential for narrowing the gap between the different understandings of horses. 

Among questions that are not easily translated into ethological language, however, is the 

one about trust between humans and horses, prominent in equestrian cultures (Keaveney; 



LEARNING TO READ EQUINE AGENCY 

126 

Wipper). It is embedded in embodied communication and cooperation between humans and 

horses and manifested, for example, in how horses allow themselves to be handled and trained 

by humans without fear (Despret). Trust is closely linked to the development of an individual 

human-horse relationship over time and can be a crucial factor in the interaction between a 

trainer and a horse. According to Birke and Hockenhull, instead of certain training methods 

carrying universal value regardless of the relationship, it may make a difference whether the 

horse knows the trainer and is able to read and therefore trust them. This is crucial for the 

training of horses, in which ‘both “horseness” and human-horse relations are repeatedly 

produced in material-discursive practices, in the interaction between the human and the horse’ 

(Schuurman and Franklin, ‘Performing Expertise’ 21).  

In the process of becoming with the significant other, both human and horse are 

eventually transformed (Haraway, When Species Meet). Ideally, this longitudinal process consists 

of shared experiences of togetherness and a feeling of being ‘us’, but it is important to 

acknowledge that it does not always lead into an unproblematic companionship (Schuurman, 

‘Blogging Situated Emotions’). Here, we return to the questions of power, as close relationships 

may also involve a subtle use of power that is not easily recognisable. This, we suggest, may take 

place not only in openly abusive relationships but also in intimate ones, such as those between 

humans and horses, which may render the horse vulnerable to the trainer. This may be due to 

the kind of tacit knowledge that preserves outdated practices and is not open to change in terms 

of acknowledging the horse’s individual contexts: past experiences, bodily dysfunctions, learned 

skills as well as embodied and emotional memories. Consequently, trust between a horse and 

the trainer can be lost if the trainer’s actions alarm the horse or make them feel very 

uncomfortable (‘Horses as Co-constructors’). Therefore, the trainer’s understanding of the 

horse as an animal and, subsequently, the choice of trainer and training technique have 

consequences for how the horse and their actions are read, interpreted, and understood in the 

training process. Central here is not only what is done, but also what is seen as worth doing, 

leading to discursive power to interpret and to define ‘the horse’ as well as their ‘training’  

and ‘learning’. 
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In their book (Un)stable Relations: Horses, Humans and Social Agency, Birke and Thompson 

emphasise the instability of human-horse relationships. They note that emotional, physical, and 

intellectual labour are required to be able to communicate with horses and to understand their 

point of view. The atmosphere of trust can encourage people interacting with horses to 

recognise and accept their own limitations and pursue a better understanding of horses and their 

well-being despite the limitations. It is not possible to avoid mistakes; knowledge is always 

evolving and never fully accurate. Problems will occur because of misinformation, 

misunderstandings, and misinterpretations. Following Irvine, however, we posit that in the face 

of problems in the human–animal relationship, it is specifically the effort to solve them that is a sign 

of commitment to and responsibility for the animal and the affective relationship. A prerequisite 

of this is to acknowledge the individual contexts and subjectivity of the horse.  

In order to achieve ethical cohabitation with horses, therefore, living and working with 

them as well as training them requires three types of knowledges: explicit knowledge produced 

by equine ethology and equitation and veterinary science, tacit knowledge about interacting with 

horses in general, and knowledge and awareness of the individual context of each horse, 

including situated knowledges of their education, experiences, injuries and illnesses in the past 

that still either remain or affect them, their physiology, health and wellbeing as well as their 

personal behaviour. It is possible to make tacit knowledge open to such change without falling 

into the abyss between recognising animal agency and following scientific knowledge. Such 

propositions were suggested by Morton et al. in their idea of critical anthropomorphism in the 

early 1990s but largely forgotten since: combining scientific knowledge about the behaviour, 

species-specific needs, and domestication of animals with a sensory and empathetic 

interpretation of their actions and communication. This kind of cumulative knowledge 

combination, in the intersection of the different types of knowledges, can be achieved only by 

long-term work and willingness to find out what is best and beneficial for each horse. In this way 

we can try to aim at becoming with our horses.  

 

Epilogue: Learning the Encounter 
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In the introduction we set out to explore the possibilities of learning to read the subtle signs of 

equine agency and communication in a sensible, sensitive, and ethical way to increase the health 

and wellbeing of horses that humans interact with. We have placed this theoretical examination 

in a multidisciplinary framework that consists of human–animal studies, feminist 

posthumanities, literary studies and equine social science, as well as applied insights from, for 

example, discussions on power, ethics, and politics. Our emphasis has been on the need for 

situated knowledges, among other types of knowledges in establishing human-horse 

relationships based on mutual communication and trust. 

We suggest that the challenges and problems in horse training today stem from practices 

of human–horse communication and its relation to different knowledges and conceptions of 

horses and their relationships with humans. It is important, therefore, to acknowledge the 

possibilities inherent in understanding the workings of different types of knowledges and the 

dynamics between them. Whereas scientific knowledge provides a valuable basis for 

understanding the species and their behaviour and tacit knowledge, in its most conservative 

form, preserves the hands-on learning of human-horse interaction, training and care, the role of 

relational and situated knowledges is evident. It is in these approaches that horses as subjects and 

agents can contribute to knowledge creation regarding their own lives. In the process of learning 

to know the horses individually by ‘reading’ them in one-to-one interactions, knowing them 

becomes intertwined in constructing relationships with them. 

If we trust horses enough in such situations to let ourselves learn something new (from 

them) and create non-anthropocentric sensitivity (Haraway, The Companion Species Manifesto), 

‘sensually constructed knowledge’ and ‘bodily ways of knowing’ (Birke and Holmberg 121-

122), things may start to look different in horse training and schooling, and in the life shared 

between humans and horses. The institutions and traditions of horse training may only change by 

recognising horses’ subjectivity and agency as a starting point for a new kind of relationship, 

based on ethics and care in multispecies societies and more than human worlds, founded on 

‘animal politics’ (Birke and Holmberg 123) and ‘interspecies solidarity’ (Coulter). 
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By learning to approach horses ethically and sensitively – or sensually and bodily, as they 

meet us – we may learn to understand their agency and communication to the extent that would 

render the interaction meaningful for both humans and horses alike. This requires 

acknowledgement of contexts, relational knowledges, and political thought and awareness that 

seek equality and aim to subvert culturally dominating hierarchies, power positions, and 

hegemonies for the sake of the subordinate. In this way, the practice of knowing may become a 

practice of caring (Despret). 

When encountering, interacting and exercising with horses, many of us seek to connect with 

another living creature more powerfully than ever before and to discover, for one fleeting 

moment, the level of trust that is inexplicable, something beyond words (Evans and Franklin; 

‘Mitä ihminen ei tiedä’). Respecting and trusting instead of categorising, underestimating, and 

fearing difference may open new ways of encountering nonhuman and human animals. Haraway, 

however, reminds us that the outcomes of these meetings are not guaranteed and ‘[t]here is no 

assured happy or unhappy ending’; nevertheless, this is the only way to have a ‘chance for 

getting on together with some grace’ (When Species Meet 15). Since we cannot get rid of our 

humanity or human condition, let us strive to not abdicate our humaneness – the kind of 

humaneness that could be interpreted in a Harawayan way as a non-anthropocentric and 

sensitive manner of meeting the other (species), whether a companion or not. If we understand 

something about the uniqueness of the other species and their worthiness, we may learn 

something deeper and gentler about ourselves and about the others. The possibility of learning 

invites us to take horses seriously – just as we might take seriously anyone else we encounter – 

as subjects for whom we wish, despite our own sensual, intellectual and emotional limitations, 

nothing but the best. This is how we have an opportunity to create new forms of sustainable, 

non-anthropocentric ethics of care and accountable partnerships that are built on mutual  

feelings of trust and respect in our encounters with other living critters, be they similar to  

or different from us.  
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Notes  

 
1 Even if horses differ anatomically, physiologically, and behaviourally from many other species 

– such as chimpanzees, dolphins, birds, or bees – the foundational interests and procedures of 

learning to read equine communication and learning apply in the same way as learning almost 

any other nonhuman animal communication. 
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