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I. Introducing equine ethics in historical context 
 
During Tokyo 2020 Olympic Games, one equestrian sport with historical origins 
which suffered a fatal blow on ethical grounds. As Annika Schleu failed to come to 
terms with the horse allocated her for the show-jumping trial modern pentathlon, or 
with her own emotions, so the Union Internationale de Pentathlon Moderne (UIPM) 
failed to provide an adequate response to the criticism and lawsuits launched in the 
wake of the German pentathlete’s and her trainer’s disastrous performance. Modern 
pentathlon is a sport invented by the founding father of the modern Olympic Games 

 
1 Latvian Academy of Sport Education, Department of Sport Management and Communication 
Science, Latvia. 
2 Latvian Academy of Sport Education, Department of Sport Management and Communication 
Science, Latvia. 
3 Latvian Academy of Sport Education, Department of Sport Management and Communication 
Science, Latvia. 



Animal Ethics or Sport Ethics? 

 

 

97 

Pierre de Coubertin, was conceived as replicating the experience of a mounted 
soldier. The five events originally competed as part of the sport include the skills that 
a cavalryman might need to demonstrate on the battlefield: épée fencing, running, 
pistol shooting, swimming and jumping over a course of fences on an unfamiliar 
horse. During the Tokyo Games in July 2021, the German pentathlete Annika Schleu 
was unable to control her horse, struck the animal repeatedly, and was eliminated 
from the contest. Moreover, the pentathlete’s trainer struck the horse, too, resulting 
in the ban for the trainer to continue attendance at the Games. The ensuing scandals 
and lawsuits against Annika Schleu, her trainer and the International Pentathlon 
Federation from animal rights activists led to the Federation substituting the 
equestrian event with bicycle riding, to be competed for the first time at the Paris 
Olympic Games in 2024.4 This led to mixed reaction, notably among former 
pentathletes, who have successfully competed in show jumping, who argued that one 
possible solution would have been to raise the level of equestrian skills among 
pentathletes rather than discard the equestrian event.   

The incident and the ensuing reaction show how the role of the horse has 
changed: on the one hand, it is no longer simply a working animal to be left to the 
mercy of the rider. On the other hand, nuanced understanding of the horse’s nature 
and its psychological needs seems to have been lost. Thus, the medieval Sicilian 
author of a hippiatric treatise Jordanus Rufus advocated kindness towards the horse 
as the nobleman’s companion and brother-in-arms, warning the rider against striking 
a horse should it be scared or unwilling to go forward. Annika Schleu, who repeatedly 
struck her horse for refusing to jump, and her trainer, who urged the pentathlete to 
strike the horse more and harder, acted contrary to what Rufus advised, and, in this 
case at least, medieval people seem to be if not kinder then at least more perceptive 
of the horse’s behavioural peculiarities. Indeed, the medieval horse is still with us, 
and it continues to teach valuable lessons to humanity not only about animal ethics, 
but about human ethics, too. 

This short study will begin with a cursory look at the historical views on issues in 
equine ethics and equestrian ethics, followed by a discussion relating these historical 
views to the modern discourse on professional ethics in equestrian sports as 
expressed in a selection of documents adopted by several national equestrian 
federations. The historical overview is not meant to be exhaustive or conclusive: its 
aim is to show that, contrary to popular belief, people of the past, and in particular 
of the Middle Ages, were sensitive to the issues of animal welfare,5 which, 
nonetheless, was always subjected to pragmatic considerations. The main argument 
which this study hopes to advance is that the best safeguard for the rights and welfare 
of equid athletes is respectful treatment of all agents involved in the industry of 
equestrian sports. This, in turn, is only possible if ethical provisions are governed by 

 
4 For a summary of the events and links, see Anastasija Ropa, “Equestrian Sports and Modern 
Pentathlon: A Farewell?” Cheiron: The International Journal of Equine and Equestrian History 2 (2022): 24-26. 
5 The belief is ingrained not only among the public, but also among at least some historians. Thus, 
Chiara Frugoni answers the questions on whether medieval people were sensible to animal suffering 
and felt for animals, which she poses at the end of her introduction to Vivre avec les animaux au Moyen 
Age, mainly in the negative – with the exception of St. Francis (Chiara Frugoni, Vivre avec les animaux au 
Moyen Age, trans. Lucien d’Azay (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 2022), 11-12). 
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pragmatic, rather than sentimental considerations, not in the least because the 
humans who ensure equid welfare should not be less protected than the animal 
athletes with whom they work. The discourse on professional ethics in equestrian 
sports should not privilege one group of agents over another, nor present a tug-of-
war between human and non-human participants in the sport but should be mutually 
advantageous to all the groups involved. 

 

A. The Antiquity and early Arabic culture 
 
Provisions for the physical and mental welfare of horses and other equids ridden or 
driven by humans have a long history. Starting with Xenophon, who, in his treatise 
On Horsemanship,6 provides detailed advice on choosing a healthy horse, training it in 
a sustainable way, and taking care of its health, through medieval European and 
Arabic hippiatric treatises, to early modern texts on riding and horsemanship, the 
horse is the primary object of the rider’s and keeper’s care and concern. Xenophon 
states it clearly, when he instructs his reader that “When a man has found a horse to 
his mind, bought him and taken him home, it is well to have the stable so situated 
with respect to the house that his master can see him very often […] He who neglects 
this seems to me to neglect himself; for it is plain that in danger the master entrusts 
his life to his horse.”7 Taking good care of the horse is thus synonymous with taking 
good care of one’s household and, indeed, of governing one’s life so as to prosper. 

In early Arabic culture, the number of treatises on horse health and management, 
many of them untranslated and thus not available to scholars who do not read Arabic, 
makes it impossible to give even the briefest overview. To demonstrate that Arabic 
warrior culture valued the welfare of the horse on the equal basis and even above 
that of the humans, one can consider examples from the works of one of the most 
influential Arabic poets, ‘Antarah ibn Shaddād, who was active in the second half the 
sixth century, but whose poems continued to be commented upon by Arabic scholars 
into the sixteenth century and beyond. His poetry focusses on the experiences of the 
war, using the poetic form of qasida, that is, “poetry composed in a prestigious 
language (classical Arabic).”8 In this poetry, the camel and the horse are the elite 
warrior’s inseparable companions, and, indeed, some of ‘Antarah’s best known 
poems portray these two noble animals.  

Considering the representations of the camel and the horse in ‘Antarah’s poetry 
is beyond the scope of this article, so only a few examples from poems that 
demonstrate care for the health, safety and welfare for the horse can be cited here.9 

 
6 Also known as The Art of Horsemanship. For an open access edition, see Xenophon, On the Art of 
Horsemanship, tr. E. C. Marchant and G. W. Bowersock. Available from: https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/ 
hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.01.0210%3Atext%3DHorse (accessed December 19, 
2023). 
7 Xenophon, On Horsemanship, book 4, section 1. 
8 J. I. Montgomery, “Introduction,” in ‘Antarah ibn Shaddad, War Songs (New York: New York 
University Press, 2018), xxiv-lv, at xxxv. 
9 Further discussion of horses in Antarah’s poems is available in Anastasija Ropa, “Brothers in Arms or 
Mere Vehicles? Horses and the semiotic of sin and sanctity in medieval literature,” in Saints and Sinners 

https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.01.0210%3Atext%3DHorse.
https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.01.0210%3Atext%3DHorse.
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In one of his qasidas, ‘Antarah breaks out angrily against his brothers treatment of 
horses: “Sons of Zabīdah, brothers, why / are you fat as camels’ humps / when your 
colt’s so thin?”10 He goes on to remind his brothers that war and raiding are the 
source of welfare for the warrior before concluding with bitterness “Your horses 
starve / while you wake / to buckets of milk.11” The translator describes the poem 
as “A pithy and testy rebuke of his brothers putting their own needs before those of 
their warhorses.”12 Characteristically, ‘Antarah’s reaction is motivated not by the 
concern for the horse as such but by the discrepancy between what a warrior is 
supposed to do, that is, put his mount’s welfare before his own, and his brothers’ 
betrayal of this ideal.  

In the poem celebrating and mourning his own war stallion, Blaze, ‘Antarah 
boasts of the care he lavished on his horse while claiming that their relationship was 
that of mutual respect and devotion. The horse had been courageous and loyal, and 
‘Antarah gave Blaze its due. He starts the qasida by praising the horse: “He was a true 
/ comrade, shielding me / with muzzle and shoulder / when we plunged / through 
fires of War.”13 In turn, ‘Antarah would protect the horse with his own sword. 
However, his care of the horse extended beyond the battlefield. In peace time, 
‘Antarah ensured that Blaze was properly fed and sheltered: “When the South Wind 
/ had blown over / and the rains arrived / from the bitter north / I kept him warm 
- / he deserved no less – I gave him milk / though the drovers struggled / to find 
any / among the herds.”14 Here, ‘Anatarah caters for the two basic needs of the horse, 
protection from adverse weathers and nutrition. While we would find feeding horses 
milk strange today, it was, apparently, a common if somewhat luxurious feed among 
the nomads of the Arabic peninsula. Milk was the source of protein, and, in another 
of his poems, ‘Antarah refers to milk as the feed of choice for his prize warhorse, to 
the point of denying this food to his wife: “Shut up about my horse / or else I’ll leave 
you looking / like a mangy camel. / I’ll feed him what I want. / He can have all the 
milk / he needs.”15 Instead, his wife is to be content with vegan fare, as ‘Antarah 
angrily rebukes her: “If you think I’ll waste / his milk on you, / think again. Water 
and dates / are plenty for you.”16 Today, we may think that water and dates would 
be more appropriate than milk for a grown horse, yet, given the fact that milk is a 
source of protein, there is good reason for an Arabic warrior to feed his prize 
warhorse with milk in conditions where natural protein obtained from grass might 
be scarce.  

Nevertheless, ‘Antarah’s putting his horse’s welfare before that of his wife has 
nothing sentimental about it, because the warhorse is the guarantee of his wife’s 

 
on Horseback, ed. Miriam Bibby, vol. 2 (Budapest: Trivent, forthcoming); and Anastasija Ropa, The 
Medieval Horse (London: Reaktion Books, forthcoming). 
10 ‘Antarah ibn Shaddad, War Songs, ed. J. I. Montgomery (New York: New York University Press, 2018), 
94. 
11 ‘Antarah ibn Shaddad, War Songs, 94. 
12 ‘Antarah ibn Shaddad, War Songs, 93. 
13 ‘Antarah ibn Shaddad, War Songs, 103. 
14 ‘Antarah ibn Shaddad, War Songs, 103. 
15 ‘Antarah ibn Shaddad, War Songs, 36. 
16 ‘Antarah ibn Shaddad, War Songs, 36. 
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safety, as he explains: “If you’re captured in a raid / and bundled onto a camel’s back 
/ you can wear all the makeup you like – / but that’s when you’ll be glad / the [son 
of] Ostrich is mine.”17 While we may wax lyrical about the camaraderie and mutual 
attachment between the warrior and his horse, the rationale underlying their close 
relationship is simple: they need each other for survival. This bond cuts across all 
other social and familial bonds, but it has nothing to do with animal activism as such. 
The warrior is ready to sacrifice everything he has, even to the point of denying his 
wife and himself the food they need, because their best chance for survival lies in 
having the horse at the top of its condition. This understanding is not peculiar to 
early Arabic society, but likewise underlies the equestrian culture of medieval Europe, 
where knights would rely on the physical and psychological excellence of their 
warhorses for survival and thus would do everything they could to ensure that the 
horse would be at its top condition. 
 

B. Medieval and early modern Europe 
 
The medieval period, often known in popular culture as the “Dark Ages,” gave rise 
to many myths, including those regarding the supposedly inferior quality of medieval 
European horsemanship as compared to that of the antiquity. The famous dressage 
master Alois Podhajski claimed that Xenophon’s knowledge has been lost to 
medieval society and recovered only in the early modern period.18 Even Ann Hyland, 
an equestrian who also authored numerous books on ancient, medieval and early 
modern horse history, argued that medieval European horsemanship was crude as 
compared to the eastern equestrian culture.19 These claims, however, do injustice to 
the fine understanding of horses and horsemanship demonstrated in medieval 
literature, including both romances and hippiatric treatises.  

Moderation in working with horses is a theme that runs through historical texts 
on horsemanship from Xenophon onwards. The thirteenth-century Sicilian Jordanus 
Rufus in his treatise advises applying moderation in training a young horse and taking 
good care in preserving the health of a grown horse, promising that, if his instructions 
are applied, the horse would be serviceable for twenty years and even longer (in stark 
contrast with modern equestrian sports, where horses are retired in their late teens at 
the best): “Et se il est gardez bien si comme j’ai dit desus, et est chevauchiez 
atrempemant, et il sera en sa vertu et en sa legereté sainz et fors par l’espace de .XX. 
ans” [And if he is well kept as I have told you before, and ridden with moderation, 
and he will preserve his virtue and his ease, and he will be healthy and strong for the 
space of 20 years] (§ 69).20 Rufus’s care of the horse has a practical dimension: a good 
horse takes years to train, and the earliest age at which Rufus’s horse can be 
considered at least provisionally serviceable is four. According to Rufus, the training 

 
17 ‘Antarah ibn Shaddad, War Songs, 36. 
18 Alois Podhajsky, The Complete Training of Horse and Rider in the Principles of Classical Horsemanship (New 
York: Doubleday, 1967), 265. 
19 Ann Hyland, The Medieval Warhorse: From Byzantium to the Crusades (London: Sutton, 1994). 
20 Brigitte Prévot, La science du cheval au moyen age: le Traité d’hippiatrie de Jordanus Rufus (Paris: Klincsieck, 
1991); translation by Jennifer Jobst. 
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starts at the age of two, with introducing the basic equipment and being ridden in 
walk, trot and cantor, but more advanced work is not introduced until the horse is 
three years old.  

The same is true of early modern horsemanship, with authors such as Giovanni 
Battista Ferrraro in his Cavallo frenato (1602) still following Rufus’s timeline. In terms 
of emotional welfare, Rufus shows good awareness of animal needs when he 
emphasizes that “We must not get angry with the young horse, especially at the 
beginning, so that he couldn’t take [doesn’t learn] any bad vice nor inappropriate bad 
habit.”21 Overall, it has been noted that chivalry as an institution, that is, a military 
elite based on the union of the horse and the mounted warrior, is singularly 
perceptive of the ethical obligations a knight owes to his equine companion. Thus, 
Karen Campbell, in discussing medieval European chivalry, argues that  

 
Some of the greatest qualities in chivalry are the ideas of justice and 
mercy. Modern horse trainers state that in order to connect with the 
horse, we must alter our own behaviors to be empathetic to each horse 
as an individual. […] In keeping with this idea of altering our behaviors 
to be kind, Hunt, Rufus and The Boke [of Marchalsi] all stress the 
importance of a light or kind bridle as well, the bridle being one of the 
key ways that men write upon horses to affect their behavior.22 

 
The emphasis on moderation also appears in medieval chivalric literature. Gautier 

d’Arras in his romance Eracle describes how an outstanding colt is made to race 
despite the protestations of Eracle, the young boy serving the emperor, that racing 
the colt until it is grown would make the animal useless. The colt wins a race but is 
totally exhausted and must be destroyed after the race. Eracle explains ruefully:  

 
Hui fu li miudres qui I fust,  
Or ne valt pas un puri fust. […] je dis disc k’il afoleroit  
Enfin, ki coure le feroit;  
Il a couru, se est perdus.  
Li cuirs des gambes soit fendus.  
Or nel tenés pas a escar,  
Vous venres entre cuir et car  
Que le mooule i est trestoute. […]  
Trusc’a un an desor son dos  
Ne deüst nus ester montés;  
Perdue e nest se grans bontés. 

 
21 Brigitte Prévot, La science du cheval au moyen age: le Traité d’hippiatrie de Jordanus Rufus (Paris: Klincsieck, 
1991), l. 34. Translation by Jennifer Jobst. This is very similar to Xenophon’s instructions on breaking 
the colt: “Let the groom be under orders also to lead him through crowds, and accustom him to all sorts 
of sights and all sorts of noises. If the colt shies at any of them, he must teach him, by quieting him and 
without impatience, that there is nothing to be afraid of” (On Horsemanship, Book 2, section 5). 
22 Karen Campbell, “Reading Horses and Writing Chivalry,” in The Horse in Premodern European Culture, 
ed. Anastasija Ropa and Timothy Dawson (Berlin: DeGruyter, 2019), 114-115. 
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[Earlier today it was the best one here, now it’s not worth a bit of rotten 
wood. […] I told you that eventually it would be ruined if someone were 
to race it; it did race and it is ruined. I am not joking: have the skin on 
its legs slit open and you will see that all the marrow has spread into the 
gap between the hide and the flesh. […] No one should have ridden on 
its back for another year; its excellent qualities have all been lost.]23  

 
The description of the marrow spreading out from the flesh cannot be taken as a 
physical fact but should be interpreted metaphorically. The underlying message is 
clearly that a horse should be worked only at the appropriate age (normally, the 
training would start at the age of two or three, but more strenuous work would be 
left until the horse is older).24 This vivid account not only revives in the audience’s 
mind the fact that moderation is one of the key Christian and chivalric virtues, but 
also rings surprisingly true in modern context, when the involvement of young, 
immature horses in flat racing and other equestrian sports can lead to numerous 
injuries and diseases among the animals.25 

Pragmatic as the emphasis on equine welfare is at the time when a well-bred and 
well-trained horse was an expensive commodity, other premodern authors still 
emphasized human welfare over that of the horse – or seemed to do so. Dom Duarte, 
the fifteenth-century King of Portugal, in his pioneering text on horse riding 
discusses two hypothetical situations. In the first case, a groom neglects the care of a 
horse, and the horse dies. In the second, the groom neglects the care of the horse’s 
bit, and the bit becomes unsafe to use. In which case should the groom be punished 
more? According to Duarte, in the second case, because a bit breaking in the horse’s 
mouth would endanger the rider or at least put the rider in an awkward position in 
front of the observers.26 This judgement appears to betray a certain indifference to 
the equine welfare. At the same time, while Duarte does not mention it, a broken bit 
is likely to do much damage to a horse, making it not only useless for further riding 
because of injuries to the mouth, but possibly even leading to the horse’s death. The 

 
23 Gautier d’Arras, Eracle, ed. and trans. Karen Pratt (London: King’s College London Medieval Studies), 
54-55. We would like to thank Xavier Baecke for bringing this passage to our attention. 
24 This is the conclusion reached after the analysis of Jordanus Rufus’s hippiatric treatise by Camille Vo 
Van Qui, “Fabricating an ideal beast: The physical transformation of individual equids in the context of 
medieval French horse-training as presented in the vernacular translations of Jordanus Rufus’s De 
medicina equorum (c. 1250),” forthcoming, as well as Jennifer Jobst, “Horse Training in the Thirteenth 
Century: Insights from Jordanus Rufus,” in The Liminal Horse: Equitation and Boundaries, ed. Rena Maguire 
and Anastasija Ropa (Budapest: Trivent, 2021). 
25 For racing, see J. C. Tanner, C. W. Rogers and E. C. Firth, “The association of 2-year-old training 
milestones with career length and racing success in a sample of Thoroughbred horses in New Zealand,” 
Equine Veterinary Journal 45:1 (2013): 20-4, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.2042-3306.2011.00534.x (accessed 
November 23, 2023). Note, however, that for other equestrian events the starting age for competing is 
higher: for instance, for the World Breeding Championship in Dressage, the horses cannot be competed 
until five, with five-to-seven-year-old horses competing separately from the older horses (“FEI WBFSH 
Dressage World Breeding Championship for Young Horses Guidelines,” updated 1 January 2020. 
https://inside.fei.org/sites/default/files/Guide 
lines%20FEI_WBFSH_Effective_1_January_2020_Updated%2002.06.2020.pdf (accessed October 7, 
2023)). 
26 Duarte I of Portugal., The Book of Horsemanship, trans. Jeffrey L. Forgeng (Woodbridge: Boydell, 2016). 
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bit in question here is a curb bit, rather than a snaffle, and by the fifteenth century 
curb bits could be rather bulky and intricate constructions, which, upon breaking, 
could inflict considerable damage. As an example, one mid-sixteenth century curb 
bit, possibly produced in Italy, has long shanks and spikes on the inner and outer 
edges of the shanks. These spikes were not intended to injure the horse but to protect 
its muzzle from wild animals, if used while hunting, or from the enemy hand, if used 
on the battlefield (Fig. 1). The damage from a neglected bit was thus double: damage 
to the horse and to the rider. This latter point is not to be ignored, as it will be further 
argued in this study that human welfare and provisions for human athletes and 
workers in equestrian industry are often disregarded, with the emphasis being placed 
almost entirely on equine welfare. This can, paradoxically, have adverse effects on 
the well-being of horses, who are cared for by humans with fewer legal rights and 
ethical provisions than the horses themselves, leading to instances of equine abuse 
because the carers and riders themselves feel pressurized, threatened or overworked. 
 

 
 

Fig. 1 Curb bit, possibly Italian, dating to the mid-sixteenth century.  
The MET Museum. Accession number 14.25.1800. 

 
As can be seen in the example drawn from Dom Duarte’s treatise, the safety of 

the rider was, historically, more important than that of the horse. The serving 
personnel would, however, benefit from fewer safeguards than riders, who were their 
social superiors. In Renaissance Italy, grooms and stable boys were treated almost 
like slaves – or monks. They had to be unmarried, had to devote their entire life to 
taking care of elite horses, and even sleep in the stables, in the very corridor running 
between the horse stalls, to ensure that their precious charges could be safely 
delivered in the event of fire. Claudio Corte in his mid-sixteenth century treatise Il 
cavallarizzo devotes an entire chapter to the responsibilities of the stable boys: 

 
The responsibility of the stable boy is principally to be faithful, loving 
and to work well; he must not amuse himself in gambling nor in anything 
base. He must not have a wife or children. This is because he must not 
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sleep away from the stables at night. For which I would like the boys to 
have the comfort of sleeping with straw mattresses, sheets [and] blankets 
along the length of the main aisle; so that they can quickly and more 
easily help the horses [or] scold them when it is necessary. And, I do not 
praise those riding establishments that have raised platforms on which 
the lads can sleep, [as when they are] on these platforms and in 
bedrooms [the lads] can also cause many dangerous and dirty problems, 
without being seen by their superiors. […] They must be prompt and 
ready in their work, quick and cheerful, of few words, not drunk or 
thieving but reverent and humble. And this will come to them when they 
consider that God has made them poor but of good strength, so that by 
earning themselves bread with their sweat, they remain subjects, but 
nevertheless to believe that, in another life, He will give them 
incomparable wealth. And in this way they will be content with their 
vocation. Expecting also that with good service they will be called upon 
to do more honourable and better-paid work.27 
 

As we will see from the foregoing discussion of national and international documents 
regulating equestrian sports and ethics therein, there are several trends noted in 
historical horse-related texts which reappear in today’s guidelines that are supposed 
to govern ethical issues in equestrian sports. We argue that, despite detailed 
provisions for horse welfare (and possibly, paradoxically, due to the emphasis on 
equine welfare), the issues remain unresolved. The human personnel, including 
sometimes the riders, are occasionally entirely left out and more often than not 
mentioned only in passing in the modern guidelines, as if their welfare had been taken 
for granted.  
 

II. Professional ethics in sport 
 
Sport ethics is a type of professional ethics, the aim of which is: 

•  to develop guidelines for aligning ethical values with the personal interests 
and wishes of the people involved in sport and sport education; 

• to indicate on which moral principles, standards and ethical values actual 
behaviour is to be based; 

• to stress the peculiarities of professional activities of the people involved in 
sport, which enable them to claim special ethical character. 
 
Sport ethics was developed as a separate type of professional ethics in the second 

half of the twentieth century, albeit references to ethics that used sport as an example 
can be found from Antiquity onwards. Thus, the ancient Olympic Games had its 
own rules and ethical standards, many of them not unlike the ones governing 

 
27 Claudio Corte, Il cavallarizzo (Venice, 1562), I, 47v-48r, Chapter 37, “The responsibilities of the stable 
boys.” Translation in Sarah G. Duncan, Privileged Horses. The Italian Renaissance Court Stable (London: 
Stephen Morris, 2020), 254. 
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professional and amateur sports today. Accordingly, ancient athletes had to compete 
fairly, following the rules of the event in which they competed, and they were to be 
judged fairly as well. These basic principles have stood the test of time, and govern 
all sports, including equestrian sports, to this day. However, unethical behaviour in 
sport likewise has a long history: in the ancient Olympic Games, attempts to cheat 
led to exclusion from the competition and a heavy monetary fine.  

In the medieval period, too, riders were not immune from the temptation to win 
by foul means. The late medieval sport of jousting was a discipline with strict and 
detailed regulations, with chivalric honour being at stake. Despite this fact, Dom 
Duarte, as well as other late medieval writers describing jousts and the rules of 
jousting, note disapprovingly of some common practices designed to give the jouster 
an unfair advantage. One of the tricks was to tie the stirrups together under the belly 
of the horse, apparently to ensure a more secure seat when being struck with a lance, 
on which Duarte makes some disparaging comments. Duarte also criticizes those 
jousters who are helped along the lists by servants, either holding the reins and 
leading the horse or pricking the horse with sticks from behind.28 Apparently, this 
was not against the rules, but it certainly betrayed the lack of equestrian skill. 
Furthermore, striking a horse deliberately was considered unchivalrous behaviour in 
tournaments and jousts, albeit tolerated on the battlefield. However, jousting being a 
contact sport, injuries to horses could be inflicted accidentally, and it seems that in 
some regions of medieval and early modern Europe going for the horse was more 
acceptable than in others. At the basis, medieval jousting can be considered an 
equestrian sport that was shaped by the same fundamental principles as those that 
are stated to govern modern equestrian sports: adherence to the rules of the specific 
event and competition, respect for one’s competitors and respect for the horse or 
another equid athlete.29 

Nevertheless, it could be hard to determine the borderline of moral principles and 
standards, and often the person does not realize when these borders are overstepped. 
Understanding moral principles and standards and following them depends on the 
person: his or her lifestyle and values. In difference from historical equestrian sports, 
which were frequently reserved for a particular, usually elite group of people, and not 
uncommonly with a military background (the latter was still true even in the first half 
of the twentieth century), modern equestrian sports are, at least in theory, open to all 
people, whatever their age, social standing and physical ability. 

The European Charter Sport for All issued at the European Conference of Sport 
Ministers in 1992 and revised in 2021 underlines that: 

• every person must have the right to participate in sport (Article 1); 

• sport should possess a socio-cultural development aspect on the municipal, 
regional and state levels and related to other spheres in political planning, 
including health, social services, urban and rural planning and preservation and 
art and recreation services (Article 3); 

 
28 Duarte I of Portugal, The Book of Horsemanship. 
29 See Noel Fallows’s argument for considering jousting in Renaissance Iberia more as a sport than as a 
training for war: Noel Fallows, Jousting in Medieval and Renaissance Iberia (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 
2010). 
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• methods to protect sport and athletes from political and financial exploitation 
and behaviour that is harassing, including the use of illegal doping, are to be 
sourced and put in place (Article 5).30 
 
The European charter Sport for all acknowledges the necessity for agreeing on 

continuing to work together to develop the kind of sport in Europe that would be 
based on complying with democratic principles, legal provisions and human rights as 
well as on the ethical principles that are to be included in the ethical code for sport. 
 

III. Ethics in equestrian sports: for horses mostly? 
 
In difference from other sports, equestrian sports are unique in engaging non-human 
athletes alongside human athletes. This peculiarity results in a certain conundrum for 
those developing ethical standards in equestrian sports: should equine athletes be 
treated in the same way as human ones? Apparently both human and equine athletes 
should have the same fundamental rights. But, because non-human athletes have 
limited options for expressing their agency, or at least their way of voicing their 
trouble is substantially different from those of humans, they may need special 
provisions to ensure that they are treated fairly. On the other hand, the emphasis on 
equine ethics leads to a somewhat special status of the horse in sport, possibly to the 
detriment of other parties involved in the equestrian sports industry, including riders, 
coaches, and, in particular, grooms, stable hands, etc. 

The most well-known cases of ethical problems in equestrian sports are related 
to the treatment of horses. One example is the rollkur or hyperflexion, a practice that 
is theoretically banned by the International Equestrian Federation31 and local 
federations, but which nevertheless remains widespread.32 Albeit associated with 
modern dressage, it is not a new phenomenon: hyperflexion is a training practice that 
goes back at least as far as the Middle Ages, with Jordanus Rufus being one of the 
first European authors to describe it, as Jennifer Jobst has demonstrated.33 Behind 
the bit and rollkur positions are widely attested in medieval European iconography, 
regularly appearing in images of knights and ladies riding (see Fig. 2). Medieval 
hyperflexion may have differed in its biomechanics and psychological implications 

 
30 Enlarged Partial Agreement on Sport (EPAS), Council of Europe, “Revised European Sports 
Charter,” (2022). Available from https://edoc.coe.int/en/module/ec_addformat/download? 
cle=641e167f974d1dd076c0886d17271975&k=ff4083d8e622f3cb81ec9c9190a6507a (accessed January 
17, 2024). 
31  The most recent edition of the FEI dressage rules does not mention rollkur in its section on welfare or elsewhere, but 
instead refers to rules and regulations applicable to all FEI events for determining if any activity counts as horse abuse: 
“FEI Dressage Rules” Fédération Equestre Internationale. 26th edn. January 1, 2023, upd. January 1, 2024. 
Available from https://inside.fei.org/sites/default/ files/FEI_Dressage_Rules_2024_Clean_Version 
_Final.pdf (accessed January 18, 2024). 
32 Morgan J. J. O. Lashley, Sandra Nauwelaerts, J. C. M. Vernooij, W. Back, Hilary M. Clayton, 
“Comparison of the head and neck position of elite dressage horses during top-level competitions in 
1992 versus 2008,” The Veterinary Journal, 202 no. 3 (2014): 462–465. 
33 Jennifer Jobst, “Horse Head Position in Premodern Times: A Textual, Iconographic, and 
Archeological Analysis,” in Historical Practices in Horsemanship and Equestrian Sports, ed. Anastasija Ropa 
and Timothy Dawson (Budapest: Trivent, 2022). 

https://edoc.coe.int/en/module/ec_addformat/download?cle=641e167f974d1dd076c0886d17271975&k=ff4083d8e622f3cb81ec9c9190a6507a
https://edoc.coe.int/en/module/ec_addformat/download?cle=641e167f974d1dd076c0886d17271975&k=ff4083d8e622f3cb81ec9c9190a6507a
https://inside.fei.org/sites/default/files/FEI_Dressage_Rules_2024_Clean_Version_Final.pdf
https://inside.fei.org/sites/default/files/FEI_Dressage_Rules_2024_Clean_Version_Final.pdf
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from the modern one (though this does not make either of them better or somehow 
friendlier towards the horse’s needs), despite apparent visual similarities (see Fig. 3 
for an artistic representation of the modern rollkur). 

 

 
 

Fig. 2. A medieval illumination showing warhorses in hyperflexion. Queen Penthesilea  
and her army of Amazons riding to help the Trojan army. Christine de Pizan,  

The Book of the Queen, London, British Library, MS Harley 4431.  

 

 
 

Fig. 3 Artistic rendition of rollkur. CC BY-SA 3.0, 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=20932259. 
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Other ethical issues in modern equestrian sports related to the use of negative 
aids, such as the whip, especially in horse racing, and spurs in dressage, showjumping 
and eventing. Likewise, harsh bits (and even relatively mild bits, if usedor fitted 
incorrectly) can cause injuries to the horse’s mouth. Negative aids, the spurs and the 
whip, were used with force in certain situations throughout history, and sometimes 
their aggressive application would even elicit positive comments, although generally 
authors of texts on horsemanship would advocate moderation in horse training and 
riding. While many medieval bits would appear to be “torture devices” to a modern 
observer, especially someone who is not well familiar with how bits work, they were 
in fact safer than they look, because the riders exercised minimal contact with the 
horse’s mouth. At the same time, medieval hippiatric treatises, including Rufus’s text, 
list treatments for horse mouths injured by bits, which, together with Duarte’s 
example discussed above, indicates that bit damage could and did happen, though 
for more details archaeological evidence needs to be assessed and compared to 
modern examples of damage to the horse’s jaws and palate cause by bitting. 

While detailed provisions were made to prevent the elite Renaissance steeds from 
falling ill or being injured, the humans who served them (and their owners) were, 
apparently, expendable. Although Corte’s insistence on the devotion and moral 
character of the stable boy may seem outdated, it is not too dissimilar from the 
qualities required of workers, particularly stable hands, in equestrian industry today. 
Often, they must work long hours, start early and stay late, as well as attend to the 
horses’ needs on weekends. Accordingly, Susan Gallier, in describing her experience 
as a stable lad in horse racing industry in the UK, draws a lively picture of a 
community of young, unmarried people devoted to their work to the point of having 
no personal life. While the mores of stable lads are far from being as virtuous as those 
of Corte’s projected stable boys, their working ethic is essentially the same, as their 
devotion to the horses they care for must be ultimate.34 Nor did they benefit, at the 
time when Gallier was writing, from health insurance or other social provisions in 
the cases of injuries, which occurred regularly at racing yards. 

Analysing the principal themes and structure of various national codes of ethics 
in equestrian sports, it seems that the situation in equestrian sport favourises the 
equine athlete rather than those humans who ensure the daily well-being of these 
athletes, similar to the situation in Renaissance Italy. Thus, the ethical codes of 
Germany, Switzerland, France and Latvia, examined for the present study, have three 
main themes: equine welfare, human welfare (including in this category riders, 
coaches and other people involved in equestrian sports industry) and organisation of 
competitions. In addition to the general code of ethics governing equestrian sports, 
some organisations have a separate code of ethics for horses, such as the FEI Code 
of Conduct for Horse Welfare. National codes of ethics may emphasize different 
aspects of the sports, according to the priorities of the national federations, but gross 
structures remain essentially the same.  

 
 

 
34 Susan Gallier, One of the Lads. Racing on the Inside (London: Stanley Paul, 1988). 



Animal Ethics or Sport Ethics? 

 

 

109 

A. FEI code of conduct for the welfare of the horse 
 

The FEI is the international institution governing such popular equestrian sports as 
show-jumping, dressage, eventing and equestrian vaulting, the first three of which 
are also part of the Olympic Games. It is unsurprising therefore that the national 
equestrian federation are to take inspiration from the principal guidelines of the FEI 
in the area of ethics. It should be mentioned that the ethical code drafted by the FEI 
applies exclusively to equids and that there is no equivalent code for the humans 
involved in equestrian sports, although general provisions of professional ethics in 
sport would apply to equestrian sports as well.  

The code is structured in five sections, covering the following topics: general 
welfare, fitness to compete, the fact that events must not prejudice horse welfare, 
humane treatment of horses and education. The introduction to the code states 
unambiguously that “Welfare of the horse must never be subordinated to 
competitive or commercial influences.”35 However, the number of scandals and court 
cases that are caused by real or supposed infringement of this principle shows that, 
for one reason or another, this is not a sustainable option in the current industry of 
equestrian sports. Otherwise, the code covers succinctly the essentials of horse care, 
training, management and competition. The code’s main points are reiterated in the 
national codes of ethics, analysed further in more details; these national codes may 
be more detailed than the FEI code (this is the case of the German and Swiss codes), 
and they likewise can include provisions that are not related directly to equine welfare, 
as in the case of the Latvian code. 

 

B. Germany 
 
Ethik im Pferdesport by Breido Graf zu Rantzau, president of German Association of 
Equestrian Sport, highlights the ethical principles that should govern the sport, 
stressing the responsibility of human actors towards equine athletes. The first of these 
principles is that a person working with horses undertakes responsibility for the 
animals entrusted to his or her care. It is also stated that the management of the horse 
should be adapted to the animal’s needs and in accordance with its natural 
requirements and that the physical and psychological health of the equine should be 
of primary importance and should not depend on its employment. A person working 
with the horse should respect it whatever the breed, age and gender, its use for 
breeding, leisure or sport. Knowledge of the horse history and of its needs are among 
historical and cultural values that are to be preserved and passed on to the future 
generations. A person engaged in equestrian sport should develop both the horse 
and himself or herself, as the goal of training is attaining harmony between the human 
and the equine athlete. The use of the horse in equestrian sports, such as dressage 
and show-jumping, should be adapted to the horse’s capacity and readiness to 
perform the work, which should not be enhanced by drugs. Finally, the person’s 

 
35 “FEI code of conduct for the welfare of the horse.” Available from 
https://inside.fei.org/sites/default/files/Code_of_Conduct_Welfare_Horse_1Jan2013.pdf. (accessed 
December 19, 2023). 

https://inside.fei.org/sites/default/files/Code_of_Conduct_Welfare_Horse_1Jan2013.pdf


Anastasija Ropa, Ludmila Malahova, Monta Jakovļeva 

 

110 

responsibility for the horse entrusted to him or her continues to the end of the horse’s 
life.36  

All the above ethical principles stress the needs of the horse and the respect that 
the human handler or rider should have for the animal, though it is also suggested 
that individual horse people are also responsible to the society at large, namely in 
presenting examples of ethical practices of horsemanship. Interestingly, the emphasis 
on aligning the needs and capabilities of the individual equid athlete with the 
exigencies of the sport brings to mind the provisions of the “Sport for All” charter: 
as an equid athlete, the horse is entitled to the same treatment as humans, that is, it 
can enjoy sport and benefit from its effects, but care should be taken by its human 
carers to ensure participation in the sport is not detrimental to the horse’s health. 
 

C. Switzerland 
 
The ethics code of the Swiss Equestrian Federation is subdivided into three sections, 
devoted to ethical principles in dealing with horses, in dealing with humans in 
equestrian sports, and in organizing and conducting competitions. The ethical 
principles of the codex are guided by the main principles of gaining joy from 
communication with the horse. The principles are addressed to all the people engaged 
in equestrian sports, horse breeding and care, either in leisure or professional sports. 
As in the German code discussed above, the Swiss guidelines emphasize the respect 
that the human handler must pay to the horse irrespectively of its breed, age, gender 
and use. According to the code, human handlers take on responsibility for the living 
being they are in charge of – an echo of the Christian tradition, perhaps, as expressed 
in the Genesis, where Adam is charged with taken care of the living being inhabiting 
the earth, which is a principle well-known in Europe through the medieval and early 
modern periods. The Swiss code also places great significance on having appropriate 
knowledge to carry out the duty of care towards the horse, on being constantly alert 
and open to new learning. This, again, goes back to the historical view of the human 
as a rational being capable of discerning what is good for the horse: how can one 
otherwise ensure that the environment and living conditions correspond to the 
horse’s needs, that it is used according to its characteristics, work capacity, readiness 
to perform, as well as physical and psychological health, or that the human actions 
do not cause fear, suffering and pain to the animal? A good equestrian is also the one 
to stop inappropriate behaviour towards horses on the part of others – signalling 
horse abuse, educating the people, etc., which, again, presupposes the existence of 
prior knowledge. 

The second part of the code is dedicated to the treatment of other humans 
involved in equestrian sport. The first provision requires mutual respect and trust 
among the people involved, again, irrespective of the discipline, horses, level of work 
capacity and success in sport. This provision directly addresses the message of the 
European charter “Sport for All.” The section likewise promotes respect for all 

 
36 Breido Graf zu Rantzau, Ethik im Pferdesport, vol. 1, Die Ethischen Grundsätze des Pferdefreundes. 
Available from https://lpbb.de/files/lpbb/images/Wert%20Pferd/Ethische_Grundsaetze_2015.pdf 
(accessed December 19, 2023). 

https://lpbb.de/files/lpbb/images/Wert%20Pferd/Ethische_Grundsaetze_2015.pdf
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parties involved in the sport, in whatever capacity, and for the parties touched by the 
sport directly and indirectly: those in the neighbourhood of equestrian centres, 
municipalities and the public. It warns amateurs, riding instructors and the parents 
of young athletes against overestimating the projected results and states that horse 
dealers are likewise responsible for assessing honestly the level and characteristics of 
their horses, as well as the buyers’ expectations thereof. 

The third section, on ethical principles in competitive sports, partially reiterates 
the early provisions, such as when stating that the horses’ welfare and sporting equity 
should be prioritized before personal ambitions and commercial interests. 
Additionally, the participants of equestrian competitions are to be respectful towards 
the agents involved in organizing competitions, while the officials themselves should 
present examples of ethical behaviour and if rules that safeguard the horses’ welfare 
are breached, should be both tactful and firm. 

 

D. Latvia 
 
Focussing on the code of ethics developing by the Latvian Equestrian Federation, 
the main themes covered in the document are equine welfare, prestige of the sport 
and continuous education of the humans involved in the sport. The document is 
subdivided into three sections: basic principles, horse welfare (twice the length of the 
other sections) and responsibility towards equestrian sport and other people.  

The first section begins, unsurprisingly, with the same statement as the opening 
statement of the Swiss code: “Jebkuras personas saskarsmē ar zirgu rīcības pamatā ir 
cieņa pret dzīvnieka tiesībām pēc labturības neatkarīgi no tā izmantošanas veida” [At 
the basis of the behaviour any person in contact with the horse is respect for the 
animal’s welfare rights irrespectively of its type of use.]37 These rules are binding both 
for riders who compete regularly and for those who are in contact with horses on the 
daily basis, and these provisions are to be regularly revised to facilitate and improve 
horses’ welfare. The horse people’s main duty is to protect the health and life of the 
horse and to act primarily in the animal’s interests, particularly if deterioration of the 
horse’s physical or mental health is anticipated. The horse’s interests override those 
of breeders, trainers, riders, owners, competition organizers, sponsors and other 
parties. Places where professional activities take place are to be properly equipped to 
avoid compromising the person’s professionalism or the horse’s welfare. It is 
noteworthy that, while the horse’s welfare is at the forefront of section one, the issue 
of professionalism and professional pride emerges at the end of the section, which 
is, perhaps, the best safeguard for the integrity of the equestrian sports industry and 
the horse athletes involved.  

The second section concerns responsibility towards the horse. It stresses that the 
aim of daily and special veterinary care is to maintain and improve the health and 
wellbeing of the horse – rather than, for example, improving its sporting performance 

 
37 Latvijas Jātnieku Federācija - LJF Ētikas kodekss (leflatvia.lv). Available from www.leflatvia.lv/ 

web/?id=418218. (accessed December 19, 2023). 

http://www.leflatvia.lv/web/?id=418218
http://www.leflatvia.lv/web/?id=418218
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or usability, though at heart a happy and healthy horse is a more sustainable asset 
than an overused and miserable one, a principle underlined, as has been explained 
above, by historical horsemen such as Jordanus Rufus. The subsequent provisions 
pertain to the nitty-gritty of the horse’s basic care, such as access to clean water and 
adequate feed, regular deworming and dental care (though the provisions do not how 
regular it is to be) and movement at least once a day. It is also specified that riding 
and training methods are to be humane, avoiding physical and emotional violence, 
such as excessive use of spurs, whips, any hyperflexion and other methods that would 
induce fear in the animal and damage its physical or mental welfare. The final 
provisions regulate adequate stabling and transportation, as well as the use of 
appropriate equipment. 

The third and final section, which is, remarkably, twice as short as the previous 
one, concerns one’s responsibility to the equestrian sport in general and to other 
people. It emphasizes the need for constant professional development, for avoiding 
creating a wrong or adverse impression about the sport and horse welfare and, again, 
for advancing one’s awareness of equine welfare. It also highlights loyalty to the sport 
and to the organization involved, in particular the LEF, and warns against darkening 
the reputation of the above. 
 

IV. In lieu of conclusion: can we have happy, healthy horses with 
threatened, under-protected humans? 
 
Both historically and today, the concern for the welfare of the horse has been at the 
heart of equestrian practices. In fact, many of the provisions included in ethical codes 
compiled by equestrian federations have been voiced in ancient, medieval and early 
modern historical texts. At the same time, concerns for the safety and reputation of 
the rider have often prevailed, the horse being viewed as an important and treasured 
companion, who was somewhat lesser in importance. The rise of animal ethics in the 
twentieth century tilted the balance, at least in public discourse, and the change found 
its way into professional ethics in equestrian sports. Provisions for the physical and 
emotional safety of equids make up a significant, and often a major part of the debate 
on ethics in equestrian sport, a tendency reflected in the national equestrian 
federations’ ethical codes examined for the present study. The horse is not simply an 
athlete, alongside the human athlete, but, because of its peculiarly vulnerable status 
(it cannot object to unethical treatment in quite the same way a human athlete can), 
it merits special protection. 

This state of things results in a certain imbalance, as the rights of one group of 
athletes, the equine athletes, are highlighted to eclipse the rights of other participants 
in the field of equestrian sports industry. Workers in equestrian sports industry, such 
as grooms, stable hands and exercise riders, are particularly vulnerable, as their rights 
are safeguarded only by the employment law, and, often, if they are not officially 
employed, not safeguarded at all. Likewise, horse trainers and riding instructors may 
find themselves in a more vulnerable position than equine athletes, as can, indeed, 
the riders themselves.  
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While it is important to emphasize and safeguard the rights of equine athletes, 
just as of other groups who may for some reason find voicing their problems difficult 
(minor athletes and disabled athletes), one should question the pre-eminence of the 
horse in ethical discourses of equestrian sports. Daily, the horses are in contact not 
with animal rights activists and specialists in ethics, but with grooms, stable hands, 
riders and trainers. If the people who are in direct contact with horses every day feel 
threatened and if their rights are limited as compared to the rights of their charges, 
how likely is it that they are going to act in the best interests of equine athletes? It is 
likely that, to ensure more ethical treatment of equine athletes and better protect 
them, the imbalance needs to be addressed, and more provisions are to be made for 
protecting the rights of the humans, both athletes and non-athletes, involved in 
equestrian sports. 
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