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A Journey of Discovery into Equine
Psychology
Have you ever wondered what it would be like to see the
world through the eyes of another person, just for a day?
How do they experience their emotions? Do they see
colours like I do? How does their smile feel? Well, what
would a day in the emotional life of a horse be like? An
exciting thought experiment!

Of course there are limits to how far you can explore the
experiential world of another being, especially of another
species. Yet, by now, so many insights have been gained
into the structure of the horse’s brain, into its hormonal
regulatory system, into learning behaviour and many other
areas of equine life that had previously been inaccessible to
us, that we can at least get a glimpse of this strange world.
As our knowledge of science and animal physiology
develops, it is becoming clear that the brains of all
mammals resemble each other a great deal with respect to
their basic structure and functions. Differences between the
equine brain and the human brain certainly do exist, but
they are a matter of degree rather than of basic principle.
However, we should not make the mistake of humanising
horses, but instead must accept their unique character
traits and emotional idiosyncrasies as the heritage of their
wild ancestors.

In addition, every horse has its own personality as a
wonderful creature with its own unique world of experience.
We will see how multi-faceted its thoughts and emotions



have to be. The explanatory models of the traditional riding
manuals regarding behaviour are not even remotely
adequate to do justice to the nature of the horse.

As a horse lover and behavioural biologist, I want to use
this book to build a bridge between the world of scientific
research and the equestrian world, using today’s scientific
insight to present the natural rights and needs of the horse.
Current research findings and explanatory models from
behavioural biology help us to understand many interesting
phenomena of equine life. I want to let you participate in the
variety of studies and the thoughts of other researchers,
and to give you a first insight into equine psychology.

But there is infinitely more to learn here. Therefore,
embark on a journey of discovery! Let yourself be inspired
by the texts, examine the photos closely and gather as
much information as possible. Beyond this, there is only one
being that can help you to get to know the personality of
the horses: the horse itself!

Let us now delve into the fascinating world of horses –
perhaps we will see it with somewhat different eyes
afterwards.
 
Marlitt Wendt,
February 2009
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The Ethology and Evolution of
the Horse

efore addressing individual equine learning and living
experiences, I want to give an overview of the nature of

the horse and the methods of behavioural biology. Horses
behave more or less the same way today as their ancestors
have always done, in the ways which have proved most
useful in nature. Even domestication by man has not been
able to change this. Ethology, the science of behaviour, can
help us understand the horse’s needs better and to
participate in its experiential world. For this purpose we
have to consider our means of influencing the horse, as well
as its natural potential: Every horse is a unique individual, a
product of its genetic heritage as well as its environment.
Horses are born with certain behaviours, while others are
acquired through life experiences. Behavioural science sums
this construct up in the term ‘nature and nurture’, making it
clear that both areas have a significant influence on the
horse’s personality.

What is Behaviour?
At first sight, the question might seem trivial – however,
‘behaviour’ is a central term and actually quite difficult to
define, as it has many levels of interpretation. A grazing
horse is exhibiting a behavioural pattern every bit as



complex as a horse that is galloping, playing, or doing the
piaffe. Such activities are always compounds of a variety of
interacting mechanisms, and when evaluating a behaviour,
all observable physical activities should be taken into
consideration. Depending on the complexity of the
behaviour, there may be an incredibly large number of
physical features and changes. Take the example of the
walk, for instance: how are the individual limbs moving,
precisely? What is the rest of the body doing? Have you
really considered every part of the body, all the muscles,
and the surface of the skin? What breathing frequency can
be observed? What is the expression of the eyes? In
addition, we can describe the presumed purpose of the
horse’s actions. Where is it going? What does its facial
expression say? Many interpretive elements are entering
the equation here. It is the question ‘Why?’ that especially
represents one of the central issues in behavioural science,
and it can be answered on many very different levels.
 

When we observe horses in a pasture, we can study the range of their possible
behaviours – all we have to do is pay close attention.

 


