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Learning to Read Equine Agency: Sense and Sensitivity at the Intersection of
Scientific, Tacit and Situated Knowledges

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 humananimal 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.
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horses, learning, equine communication, equine agency, tacit knowledge, situated knowledges, ethics,
care
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interests and procedures of learning to read equine communication and learning applies in the same way
as learning almost any other nonhuman animal communication.
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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.
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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; Asberg 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).'

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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