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The domestication of horses could be said to be as important a human accomplishment as 
the discovery of the wheel. Horses have played their part in the downfall of kings, the 
conquering of nations and building new civilisations, in trading for exotic goods even in the 
management and husbandry of other domesticated animals.  
 
Nowadays the horse is used mainly for pleasure and profit, particularly in Western society. Is 

this exploitation? Or could it 
be that the horse has yet to 
make its most important 
contribution in terms of 
shaping the future of human 
affairs?  
 
From earliest times, many 
humans have looked for an 
emotional or spiritual 
connection with horses, 
although this has not 
prevented us from using and 
abusing them. But as early 
as 400 BC, Xenophon wrote 
that horses were noble 
creatures who should be 
treated with kindness and 
respect:  
 

For what the horse does under compulsion is done without understanding: 
and there is no beauty in it either, any more than if one should whip and spur 
a dancer. There would be a great deal more ungracefulness than beauty in 
either a horse or a man that was so treated.1  

 
Noble, majestic beings 
 
This notion of horses as noble, majestic beings has survived through the ages, giving birth to 
the philosophy of classical horsemanship. This philosophy can be still be seen in its purest 
form at places such as the Spanish Riding School in Vienna, where the great white 
Lipizzaner stallions perform their "airs above the ground" with all the trappings of tradition, 
and at the Cadre Noir in France. But the roots of classical horsemanship can also be found 
in many other types of training. This includes the various branches of the Natural 
Horsemanship movement, popularised in recent times by trainers such as Monty (The Man 
Who Listens to Horses) Roberts, Pat (Horse-MAN-ship) Parelli, Mark Rashid, Ray Hunt, 
Tom Dorrance, and the late Bill Dorrance.  
 



So what is "classical horsemanship"? Lesley Skipper, author of "Inside Your Horse's Mind" 
sums it up rather well:  
 

Classical riding and training are based on principles laid down in antiquity; 
which have stood the test of time. This means nothing more or less than the 
training and riding of horses in accordance with nature; working towards 
mutual understanding, rather than resorting to force, in helping to restore the 
horse's natural balance and enhance his paces under saddle. The horse is 
seen as a friend and partner rather than ... a rather stupid quadruped whose 
good nature and compliance may be turned to the rider's advantage in order 
to satisfy his or her ambition ...  

 
Classical riding is holistic in its approach. By exploring every aspect of the partnership 
between horse and rider, it becomes a philosophy, a way of life.2  
 
Of course, the fact that something has been done the same way for a long time doesn't 
mean it is above being challenged or questioned. But, on the whole, the best and kindest 
horsemanship today seems to be based on the classical principles.  
 
Smart or stupid?  
 
The danger of the classical approach, according to some trainers, is that it is based on 
anthropomorphism; projecting onto horses our own desires, thoughts, feelings. These 
trainers argue that horses just aren't smart enough to care about their higher education, let 
alone the ethics and principles behind whatever training method is used.  
 
The debate about the horse's level of intelligence continues to rage to this day and no 
wonder. The horse has enormous physical strength and most of the instincts inherited from 
its wild ancestors appear almost intact even after thousands of years of selective breeding. 
Yet the horse is usually willing and submissive, even when the training is bad enough to 
create confusion, fear and discomfort. Is this indicative of acute intelligence or plain 
stupidity? 
 
Most animal behaviourists seem to agree that the horse is not as bright as a dolphin or a 
dog, and is trainable mainly because of its phenomenal memory, its love of habit and 
routine, and because it is quick to associate various behaviours with positive or negative 
responses.  
 
Much horse abuse is "acceptable"   
 
Generally speaking, trainers and riders who regard horses as "dumb" are more likely to take 
it for granted that humans have the right to exploit the species for their own profit or 
amusement. They are less likely to question the "acceptable" level of abuse.  
 
Unfortunately horses still suffer a great deal in human hands. For instance, in Australia it is 
common to see two year old horses already "broken in" for racing; nor is this practice 
unheard of in competitive or pleasure riding circles. Yet, at two, horses are still babies 
mentally and structurally. Many of them will not stop growing till they are six, seven or even 
older. By the age of 12, many horses broken in early show early signs of breakdown damage 
to the sacrum and spinous processes, arthritis, ringbone, windgalls, splints. And who's ever 
heard of a 12 year old racehorse? By the age of 17-18 the bodies of these horses will reflect 
the damage done to them sway backs, prominent withers, rotated pelvises, lumpy legs. By 
20, most of them will have been put down or sent to the knacker's. 
 



And how many horse people ever stop to ponder the merits of the endless array of 
"equipment" used in all equestrian disciplines? In unkind or ignorant hands, some of this 
equipment can cause serious discomfort and pain; ill-fitting saddles, tight mouth straps, over-
tightened nosebands, side-reins, draw-reins, chambons, some of the harsher bits, spurs and 
whips (when used incorrectly) - just to name a few of the more common ones. It must be 
said that some equipment is designed to provoke a response through discomfort or pain, 
although the best and kindest trainers seem to be able to enlist the cooperation of horses 
without the need to deliberately hurt them.  
Kind, gentle training  
 
But there are plenty of trainers, riders and owners all over the world who are seeking to forge 
a relationship with horses based on kindness, trust and mutual understanding. Amongst this 
group of people you are likely to find those who are certain that horses are exceptionally 
intelligent, and capable of reason, conscious thought and emotions. Some of them will go so 
far as to tell you that horses are as actively seeking a meaningful relationship with humans 
as humans are with horses. 
 
According to one well-known trainer, Andrew McLean, the disadvantage of all this is that it's 
too much about feeling and not enough about common sense. "When a person assumes her 
horse is capable of reasoning, her expectations of the horse's behaviour may be too high," 
says Andrew. "This leads to justification of delayed punishment ('He knows what he did 
wrong!'), poor timing ('He knows what I want'), justification for jumping dangerous obstacles 
('He loves to jump'), the assumption of moral codes in horses, delayed reward, inappropriate 
reward, etc. etc." A horse is, after all, simply a peace-loving, herbivore who lives by herd 
rules and has a strong instinctive urge to take flight when threatened:  
 

Whilst huge scientific advances have been made in veterinary medicine, 
nutrition and exercise physiology, in the most part horse training is based on 
ideologies first discussed by Xenophon in the fourth century. And while the 
goals of correct classical training are not disputed, the contemporary 
explanations of how the horse learns equitation are fundamentally flawed 
Modern horse training systems do not separate or prioritise the two basic 
means of associative learning in animals operant and classical conditioning 
yet professional trainers of others species deem this separation 
fundamental.3 �

 
As a scientist, Andrew has specialised in the areas of animal mentality and horse training 
psychology. He also has a highly successful history as a competitive rider, and was Coach 
to the Indian Equestrian Team when they won Bronze in the 1995 Asia Pacific Games. He 
and his wife Manuela run the Australian Equine Behaviour Centre in Broadford (Vic). Here 
they train young and/or "problem" horses by a step-by-step training system which relies on 
the principle of pressure (to encourage the required response) and release (when the 
required response is given). Once the basics are established, the rest refinement and feeling 
- will follow in accordance with true classical principles. 
 
In developing his training program, Andrew has managed to maintain his love of and respect 
for horses. One of his main aims is to teach owners to train their horses with patience and 
understanding. His personal journey is to discover, through science, the extent of mental 
equine ability so that humane ground rules can be laid down to control the way people treat 
horses:  
 



There are many horses that do "make it" in almost any regime of training. 
These are the "good" ones, but there are many which could become "good" 
ones, but do not. Whether or not we like to admit it, there is a significant 
degree of wastage and turnover in horse flesh in the horse industry. This can 
be significantly reduced by incorporating more up-to-date psychology into the 
training context.4 �

 
It is certainly true that classical principles can be moulded and twisted to suit many training 
regimes. The Old Masters may have spoken of kindness and gentleness but some of their 
methods would today be considered barbaric cruel bits, enormous spurs, using a cat tied 
upside down on a pole to rake a horse's belly to create the desired movement. And the 
words "kind" and "gentle" are still wide open to interpretation. In recent years Monty Roberts, 
Pat Parelli and others have become very popular with horse people because of claims that 
their methods give horses a better deal. However, all these trainers have their critics, too, 
and plenty of them.  
 
Should we get on their backs?  
 
Whether or not horses can reason, whether or not they can feel, whether they are smart or 
relatively "stupid", whether they want a relationship with humans or not as living, sentient 
beings they are entitled to be treated with respect, kindness and fairness. Proponents of 
Natural Horsemanship would take the view that the message is to treat the horse like a 
horse, to consider its status as a social herd animal, a prey animal and a creature of flight. 
Some of the most highly regarded Natural Horsemanship trainers, such as Mark Rashid, 
Ray Hunt and the Dorrance brothers, go to great lengths to show the difference between 
how a human thinks and how a horse thinks, while still allowing for equine emotions such as 
fear, confusion, respect and relief.  
 
With all the heated argument (horse people are a very passionate lot), it is entirely 
understandable that some trainers and riders will, at some stage, face a crisis of conscience. 
More than one trainer has been heard to say that horses are such willing victims that 
perhaps we shouldn't even get on their backs.  
 
And should we? Probably not. But although this might have some benefits to the equine 
species in the short term, it might also be a very sad day for the human race. Horses have 
the potential to bring out the best in us. They can mirror our weaknesses and our qualities as 
riders, trainers - and as individuals. When a person seeks to train a horse with kindness and 
understanding, even if her methods are flawed, she also seeks to make herself a better 
human being. For some, just being around horses is to be at peace. For others, it's about 
hooking into that heady sense of freedom symbolised by a horse in full flight. For others, it's 
about finding a spiritual bond, a sense of "oneness" with another living creature.  
 
Horses can give us a better understanding about how we, as human beings, fit into the 
grand scheme of things. Perhaps the history books of the future will describe how horses 
were responsible for making the world a better, safer, kinder place for all God's creatures.  
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