
	 1	

This	is	a	pre-copyedited,	author-produced	version	of	an	article	accepted	for	publication	in	Transactions	of	the	

Institute	of	British	Geographers:	

Nash	C.	(2020)	‘Breed	wealth:	Origins,	encounter	value	and	the	international	love	of	a	breed’,	Transactions	of	

the	Institute	of	British	Geographers.	https://doi.org/10.1111/tran.12383	

	

	

	

Breed	wealth:	Origins,	encounter	value	and	the	international	love	of	a	

breed.	
	

Catherine	Nash		

	

School	of	Geography,	Queen	Mary	University	of	London,	Mile	End	Road,	London,	E1	4NS,	

c.nash@qmul.ac.uk	 OrCid:	https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0868-7164	

	

Abstract:		

This	 paper	 offers	 a	 geographical	 framework	 for	 considering	 animal	 breeds	 as	 objects	 of	
knowledge	and	 living	entities	and	uses	 it	 to	explore	how	ideas	of	breed	origin	constitute	
breeds	 and	 affect	 interspecies	 relations,	 human	 relations	 and	 the	 making	 of	 value.	 It	
suggests	 how	 critical	 animal	 geographers	 could	 engage	 more	 fully	 with	 breeds	 and	
breeding	though	an	expanded	concept	of	breed	wealth	that	includes	the	making	of	breeds	
as	forms	of	‘genetic	capital’	through	the	reproductive	capacity	of	animals,	the	cultural	value	
of	breeds	in	terms	of	human	collective	identities	and	differentiations,	and	encounter	value.	
This	 geographical	 approach	 to	 breeds	 and	breeding	 involves	not	 only	 engaging	with	 the	
always	 situated	 nature	 of	 breed	 epistemologies,	 practices	 and	 relations	 but	 also	 the	
geographical	dimensions	of	what	 is	predominately	understood	as	a	genealogically	rather	
than	 spatially	 constituted	 category.	 This	 attention	 to	 more-than-genealogical	
understanding	of	breeds	addresses	how	place	rather	than	pedigree	alone	is	considered	as	
constitutive	 of	 breeds,	 both	 in	 an	 evolutionary	 and	 immediate	 sense,	 despite	 the	 formal	
modern	 genetic	 definition	 of	 breeds,	 and	 how	 geographical	 origination	 matters	 in	 the	
making	of	breed	wealth	across	the	multiple	geographies	of	a	breed	as	it	is	dispersed	from	
its	original	‘homeland’.	Addressing	a	national	and	international	‘love	of	a	breed’	–	Icelandic	
horses,	which	are	defined	as	a	national	breed	but	the	focus	of	interest	and	enthusiasm	both	
within	and	beyond	Iceland	–	this	paper	explores	how	the	ethical	complexities	of	love,	care	
and	power	are	worked	though	in	different	ways	across	these	geographies.	Breed	wealth,	I	
argue,	 is	a	dynamic	relational	quality	inflected	by	the	meanings	attributed	to	the	place	of	
breed	origin.	
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Breed	wealth:	Origins,	encounter	value	and	the	international	love	of	a	

breed.	
	

Origins	and	exports	

Animal	breeds,	as	concepts	and	communities,	are	artefacts	of	human	knowledge-practices,	

but	some	are	naturalised	and	nationalised	more	easily	than	others	in	narratives	of	origin	

and	isolation.	Islands,	especially,	make	good	settings	for	accounts	of	purity	and	distinction	

(Greenhough	2004).	Horses	in	Iceland	are	defined	and	celebrated	as	Icelandic	through	

exclusive	descent	from	horses	brought	to	the	island	with	the	first	Viking	settlers	in	the	

ninth	century	and	subsequent	centuries	of	selective	breeding	and	natural	selection	in	the	

distinctive	topography	and	climatic	conditions	of	Iceland	(Björnsson	and	Sveinsson	2006).	

They	embody	a	national	origin	story	in	which	horses	and	people	arrived	together	and	

survived	together.	They	are	also	commodities	for	sale	domestically	and	internationally.	

Just	over	1500	horses	were	exported	from	Iceland	in	2019,	mostly	to	Germany,	Norway,	

Denmark,	the	Netherlands,	Finland,	Austria,	Swizterland	and	Sweden,	but	also	to	the	US	

and	UK	(Lorange	2019).	While	the	numbers	involved	are	relatively	small	annually,	the	

growth	of	exports	over	the	last	two	decades,	and	the	breeding	of	Icelandic	horses	abroad,	

means	that	there	are	now	more	Icelandic	horses	outside	than	in	Iceland.1	When	the	value	

of	companion	animal	is	strongly	tied	to	place,	how	is	this	managed	in	an	economy	which	

extracts	the	animal	from	that	context?	How	is	place	made	to	matter	in	making	an	animal	

for	sale	and	yet	not	matter	to	its	future	life,	to	be	both	intrinsic	to	its	nature	but	not	

essential	to	its	wellbeing?		

This	paper	offers	a	geographical	framework	for	considering	animal	breeds	as	objects	

of	knowledge	and	living	entities	and	uses	it	to	explore	how	ideas	of	breed	origin	constitute	

breeds	and	affect	interspecies	relations,	human	relations	and	the	making	of	value.	Before	

turning	to	the	case	of		Icelandic	horses,	I	explore	breed	as	a	concept	and	feature	of	human-

animal	relations	not	only	in	terms	of	the	always	situated	nature	of	breed	epistemologies,	

practices	and	relations	but	in	terms	of	the	geographical	dimensions	of	what	is	

predominately	understood	as	a	genealogically	rather	than	spatially	constituted	category.	

This	involves	engaging	with	the	significance	of	place	in	understandings	of	breed	and	

breeding	and	generating	an	expanded	concept	of	breed	wealth	(Franklin	2007)	that	

includes	encounter	value	(Haraway	2008).	Addressing	a	national	and	international	‘love	of	



	 3	

a	breed’	(Haraway	2008),	this	paper	explores	how	breed	wealth	is	a	dynamic	relational	

quality	inflected	by	the	meanings	attributed	to	the	place	of	breed	origin.	

	

Breed	wealth,	origins	and	relations		

Critical	engagements	with	the	implications	of	the	categories	of	wild,	domesticated,	native,	

invasive,	exotic,	livestock	or	companion,	for	animal	lives,	human-animal	relations,	human	

socio-cultural	identities	and	differentiations,	and	the	making	of	places	have	been	central	to	

animal	geographies	(Gillespie	and	Collard	2015;	Philo	and	Wilbert	2000;	Wolch	and	Emel	

1998).	Animals	are	also	known	through	taxonomies	of	species	and	breed,	both	of	which	

are	artefacts	of	human	classificatory	efforts	even	if	species	are	taken	to	be	found	in	nature	

and	breeds	to	be	made	from	nature	(Ritvo	2018).	Extending	this	critical	perspective	to	

breeds	engages	with	the	profound	significance	of	breeding	to	human-animal	relations	and	

animal	lives.	From	the	early	human	domestication	of	animals	(Anderson	1997)	to	modern	

capitalist	food	production,	controlling	reproduction	to	produce	animals	with	particular	

behavioural	and	bodily	traits	has	shaped	the	modern	world	of	domesticated	animal	lives	

and	human-domesticated	animal	relations.	Modern	institutionalised	breeds	of	livestock,	

working,	sporting	and	companion	animals	are	standardised	and	regulated	categories	of	

shared	descent	and	shared	form;	commodities	made	through	capital,	science	and	power;	

cultural	symbols	of	nation,	class,	sex	and	family;	and	names	for	groups	of	animals	whose	

lives	are	variously	shaped	by	their	membership	of	and	differentiated	value	within	a	breed.		

Yet	there	has	been	relatively	little	geographical	attention	to	the	making	of	animal	

breeds.	This	may	reflect	antipathy	to	breeding	as	a	dimension	of	human	domination	of	

animals	and	to	racist	deployments	of	ideas	of	breeding	and	bred	purity,	as	well	as	

animality	more	broadly	(Anderson	2000;	Rasmussen	2016;	Skabelund,	2008;	Tyrell	2015).	

Yet,	recent	attention	to	the	implications	of	new	genetic	technologies	for	farm	animal	

breeding	(Gibbs	et	al,	2009;	Holloway	et	al,	2009;	2011;	Holloway	and	Morris	2014;	Morris	

and	Holloway	2009),	nationalist	animal	breeding	discourses	and	practices	(Howell	2013;	

Raento	2016),	breeding	in	livestock	rewilding	projects	(Lorimer	and	Driessen	2013)	and	

the	geographies	of	livestock	breed	diversity	(Evans	and	Yarwood	2000;	Yarwood	and	

Evans	1998,	1999)	suggest	ways	to	build	a	geographical	analytical	framework	for	engaging	

more	fully	with	breeds	and	breeding.	This	would	include	critical	engagement	with	the	

naturalization	of	human	categories	of	difference	(especially	race	and	nation)	and	

heteronormative	reproduction	through	ideas	of	breeds	and	breeding,	but	also	explore	the	
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embodied,	material,	cultural,	biopolitical,	economic,	relational	and	practiced	geographies	

of	breeding;	the	sites,	spaces,	networks,	landscapes	and	ecologies	co-constituted	through	

breeding	and	bred	animals;	and	the	historically	and	geographical	situated	ethical	

complexity	of	breed	practices,	ideas	and	relations.		

However,	this	can	be	extended	through	a	focus	on	the	geographical	as	well	as	

genealogical	constitution	of	breeds.	In	the	modern	sense	of	the	term,	a	breed	is	a	group	of	

animals	within	a	species	whose	distinctive	form	differentiates	them	from	others	within	the	

species	and	is	the	product	of	artificial	selection.	Their	embodied	distinctiveness	reflects	

their	cultivated	genetic	and	genealogical	relatedness,	as	codified	in	stud,	flock	and	herd	

books	and	pedigree	records,	independent	of	any	relationship	to	locality	or	location.	This	

genealogical	definition	elides	the	significance	of	place	in	both	historical	and	contemporary	

understandings	of	breeds.	While	modern	breeds	of	cattle,	pigs	and	sheep	that	were	

established	in	Britain	from	the	late	18th	century,	were	formally	‘based	on	descent	rather	

than	function	or	geography’	(Ritvo,	2010,	191),	geography	was	both	transcended	and	

continued	to	matter	in	the	making	of	breeds.	Pioneering	breeders	used	the	variety	of	

regional	and	local	types	of	cattle	and	sheep,	which	were	thought	to	reflect	the	influence	of	

the	local	environment,	as	resources	for	the	creation	of	‘improved	breeds’	defined	through	

pedigree	rather	than	place	(Ritvo	1987).	Being	defined	through	descent	alone	made	

livestock	breeds	mobile	‘standardized,	geographically	transposable	types’	(Woods	2018,	5)	

in	national	and	imperial	agricultural	improvement	(Derry	2014;	Woods	2018).	

Nevertheless,	many	breeders	sought	to	balance	the	aims	of	improvement	with	remaining	

true	to	the	breed’s	regional	origins	and	identity	(Woods,	2018,	4)	and	nineteenth-century	

enthusiasts	for	regional	breeds	emphasised	‘their	chosen	breed’s	purity,	which	implied	the	

existence	of	deep	historical	roots	and	long	reproductive	isolation	(claims	that	were	at	odds	

with	the	demonstrably	recent	consolidation	of	most	breeds)’	(Ritvo	2010,	192).		

Furthermore,	place	was	not	fully	eclipsed	by	pedigree	as	the	relative	significance	of	

environment	and	heredity	(and	its	control	through	artificial	selection)	continued	to	be	

debated,	especially	in	light	of	the	effects	of	the	environment	on	British	livestock	breeds	in	

settler	colonial	contexts	(Woods	2018).	Animals	sharing	pedigrees	but	living	in	different	

climates	could	become	physiologically	different.	Those	that	were	most	adaptable	to	

different	environmental	contexts	while	also	conforming	to	breed	standards	became	

dominant	globalised	breeds	(Woods	2018).	A	more-than-genealogical	understanding	of	

breed	is	one	that	attends	to	these	biocultural	geographies:		the	cultural	and	material	
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significance	of	origins,	locality,	environment	for	how	a	breed,	and	those	animals	defined	

through	breed,	are	understood	as	more	or	less	geographically	located,	tied	materially	and	

symbolically	to	their	places	of	origin	or	imagined	and	treated	as	mobile	entities,	and	how	

this	shapes	their	value.		

The	concept	of	breed	wealth	is	helpful	in	addressing	value	here.	In	situating	new	

transgenic	cloning	technologies	within	histories	of	livestock	breeding,	Sarah	Franklin	uses	

the	term	breed	wealth	to	describe	‘the	ways	in	which	reproductive	power	is	reworked	to	

make	animals	and	animals’	reproductive	power,	or	value,	and	is	harnessed	to	accumulate	

wealth’	(2007,	214).	Breed	wealth	refers	not	only	to	the	value	of	animals	themselves,	but	

crucially	their	potential	to	reproduce	the	breed	itself	as	a	new	form	of	property	or	‘genetic	

capital’	(Ritvo	1995).	Breed	wealth	depends	on	animals’	reproductive	capacity	to	breed	

‘true’	(reproducing	like	with	like)	and	human	use	of	genetic	variability	within	and	between	

breeds	(the	selection	of	those	to	breed	from)	to	create	or	improve	the	breed	as	a	whole,	

and/or	produce	higher	valued	individuals	or	groups	of	animals	(a	flock	or	herd,	for	

example)	within	the	breed.	As	Franklin	argues,	the	values	involved	are	always	cultural	as	

well	as	economic.	Animal	breeds	and	animal	breeding	practices	mark	human	taste	and	

class	distinctions,	through	ideas	of	the	‘good	breeding’	of	people	and	thoroughbred	horses,	

for	example	(Cassidy	2002),	and	signify	local,	regional	and	national	categories	of	identity	

and	difference.	Breed	wealth,	however,	is	not	only	derived	from	the	reproductive	capacity	

of	animals	but	from	their	reproductive	labour	(Baura	2016;	2017).	

The	analytical	purchase	of	breed	wealth	is	strengthened	further	by	drawing	out	its	

spatialities,	especially	the	significance	of	breed	origins.	The	breeds	of	livestock	that	

dominate	globalised	agriculture	are	mobile	entities	but	may	retain	a	nominal	association	to	

their	place	of	origin.	Geographical	breed	names	may	signal	a	broad	cultural	association	

rather	than	implying	that	origins	are	intrinsic	to	the	animal	and	integral	to	its	wellbeing,	or	

that	they	confer	authority	over	or	ownership	of	the	breed	to	those	in	the	place	or	origin	

breeders,	as	in	the	case	of	international	breeding	of	Arabian	horses	(Lange	2016).	Yet,	the	

local	origins	and	geographical	associations	of	‘rare	breeds’	of	livestock	that	now	exist	in	

small	numbers	due	to	the	dominance	of	‘commercial	breeds’	are	central	to	concerns	about	

their	continued	existence.	The	loss	of	these	breeds	can	be	articulated	in	terms	of	reduced	

genetic	diversity	within	a	species.	But	for	their	supporters,	‘rare	breeds’	embody	not	only	

variety	of	form,	character	and	aesthetic	value.	They	also	embody	local	and	often	familial	

historical	geographies	of	breeding,	human-animal-landscape	relations,	and	co-evolution	
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and	domestication	over	longer	timescales	which	produced	the	geographies	of	variation	

that	were	the	living	‘raw	material’	for	the	making	of	modern	breeds.	These	ideas	of	the	

genealogical	depth	and	geographical	origins	of	regionally	or	nationally	‘native’	as	well	as	

‘pure’	breeds	make	breed	a	potent	idiom	for	naturalizing	racialised	nationhood.	As	

simultaneously	‘natural’	and	‘cultivated’	heritage	–	made	of	the	place	by	the	people	–	

breeds	can	be	used	by	majority	ethnic	groups	to	help	naturalise	the	exclusion	of	the	‘non-

native’.	But	they	are	also	forms	of	bioheritage	that	indigenous	people	work	to	protect	from	

state	interventions	or	commercial	agrarian	modernization	(Haraway,	2008)	

These	collective	cultural	and	economic	values	are	entangled	with	interspecies	

intersubjectivity	and	relatedness,	or	what	Donna	Haraway	(2008)	calls	‘encounter	value’:	

the	value	of	mutually	shaping,	affective,	intimate	yet	ethically	complex	human-animal	

relations,	that	are	neither	isolated	from	nor	completely	determined	by	commodification.	

This	attention	to	mutually	shaping	but	asymmetrical	‘naturalsocial	relationalities’	in	which	

love,	violence,	commerce,	science,	culture,	care	and	domination	are	entangled	(Haraway	

2008,	66;	see	also	Parreñas	2016)	is	central	to	recent	work	on	interspecies	kinship	

(Govindrajan,	2018)	and	human-farmed	animal	relations	(Convery	et	al	2008;	Harbers	

2010;	Holloway	2001,	2002;	Wilkie	2005).	Encounter	value	can	thus	be	encompassed	

within	an	expanded	version	of	breed	wealth	in	ways	which	address	the	significance	of	

breed	directly.	The	concept	emerged	from	Haraway’s	personal,	ethical	and	political	

engagement	with	breeds	and	individual	members	of	a	breed	–	in	her	case,	pure	bred	

companion	dogs	–	as	subjects	of	human	love,	commitment	and	care.	Haraway	narrates	her	

shift	from	viewing	‘a	particularly	contaminated	and	controversial	kind	of	kind’	(2008,	95)		

–	pure	bred	dog	breeds	–		‘as	an	affectation,	an	abuse,	an	abomination,	the	embodiment	of	

animalizing	racist	eugenics,	everything	that	represents	modern	people’s	misuse	of	other	

sentient	beings	for	their	own	instrumental	ends’	to	falling	‘in	love	with	kinds,	as	well	as	

with	individuals’	(2008,	96).	For	Haraway,	‘the	practice	of	love	of	a	breed	in	its	historical	

complexity’	means	knowing	and	responding	to	the	historical	geographies	of	US	livestock	

farming	and	its	deleterious	legacies	that	she	is	enmeshed	within	through	her	dog’s	breed	

history,	through	political	environmental	activism,	support	for	indigenous	land	struggles,	

and	by	both	addressing	the	‘biopolitics	of	human	class,	nation	and	ethnicity’	that	are	

entangled	with	institutionalised	breeds,	and	the	wellbeing	of	the	animals	that	constitute	

the	breed.	Love	of	a	breed,	she	avows,	must	involve	active	ethical	engagement	with	its	

historical	and	contemporary	geographies.		
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This	is	an	important	normative	injunction.	Yet,	the	significance	of	a	breed’s	place	of	

origin	and	its	historical	geographies	for	human-animal	relations	and	to	the	lives	of	these	

animals	remains	an	empirical	question	to	be	explored.	How	does	an	animal’s	breed	affect	

how	it	is	valued,	economically,	culturally	and	relationally?	How	does	love	of	a	breed	as	a	

whole	shape	love	or	other	affective	and	practiced	relations	to	an	individual	breed	member,	

especially	when	the	ethics	of	individual	care	do	not	neatly	align	with	what	is	taken	to	be	

best	for	the	breed	(Buller	2013;	Lynn	1998)?	In	what	ways	are	human	social	relations	

shaped	through	shared	interests	in	a	specific	breed	and	its	origins?	How	are	questions	of	

expertise,	authority	and	symbolic	ownership	managed	in	an	international	community	of	

breed	enthusiasts	that	may	or	may	not	include	the	breed’s	‘homeland’?	Does	the	

geographical	origin	of	an	internationally	dispersed	breed	matter	to	its	economic,	cultural	

and	encounter	value?	The	answers	to	these	questions	will	be	differentiated	by	the	

category,	species	and	breed	of	animal	in	question	and	the	historical	and	geographical	

specificity	of	its	breed	geography,	including	the	degree	to	which	the	breed	is	strongly	

identified	through	geographical	origins.		

Extending	recent	work	on	horse	breeds	with	strongly	regional	or	national	

associations	(Brown	2016;	Raento	2016),	I	address	these	questions	in	the	case	of	a	breed	

of	horses	that	are	defined	as	national	and	loved	at	‘home’	and	‘abroad’.	The	interspecies	

relations	that	I	consider	here	are	thus	embodied	and	intimate	in	a	particular	way.	In	recent	

work	in	equine	studies,	horses	have	been	conceptualised	as	the	bearers	of	cultural	

meaning,	as	workers	and	technologies,	but	also	as	social	actors	with	subjecthood	and	

agency	in	active	‘biosocial	becomings’	with	humans,	across	a	diverse	range	of	historical	

and	geographical	contexts	(Davis	and	Maurstad	2016,	see	also:	Birke	and	Hockenhull,	

2015;	Birke	and	Thompson	2018).	Horses	are	bred	and	worked	with	to	offer	a	particular	

form	of	encounter	value	and	interspecies	relationality	through	riding	for	leisure	or	as	a	

sport	(Daspher	2017;	McManus	and	Montoya	2012;	Nosworthy	2013),	but	this	is	also	

differentiated	through	the	characteristics	associated	with	specific	horse	breeds.		

In	this	paper	I	explore	the	particular	breed	wealth	of	a	national	and	internationally	

dispersed	breed	–	Icelandic	horses	–	in	terms	of	forms	of	exchange	and	ownership	that	are	

commodified	and	symbolic,	of	properties	that	inhere	and	are	produced,	and	of	values	that	

are	that	are	monetary,	cultural	and	relational.	This	is	part	of	a	broader	project	exploring	

human-horse	relations	through	research	conducted	in	Reykjavik	and	in	rural	west	Iceland	

which	included	documentary,	media	and	visual	research	of	printed	and	on-line	materials	
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relating	to	horse	cultures	in	Iceland;	participatory	research	on	horse	and	sheep	farms	and	

horse	rental	enterprises;	observational	research	at	horse	competitions,	museums	and	

shows;	and	31	interviews	with	participants	who	were	recruited	because	of	their	

involvement	in	the	varied	dimensions	of	Icelandic	horse	culture	(competition	judges	and	

riders,	dealers,	breeders,	trainers,	leisure	riders,	those	running	horse	rental	businesses,	

equine	veterinarians	and	representatives	of	breed	organisations)	through	my	

identification	of	them	online	and	via	subsequent	recommendations.2	They	include	

participants	who	have	moved	to	Iceland	and	travel	internationally	through	their	work	with	

Icelandic	horses.	I	structure	this	exploration	of	how	breed	origins	shape	breed	wealth	and	

interspecies	relations	through	a	focus	on	‘quality	assurance’,	‘profit	and	loss’	and	‘aftercare’	

in	order	to	address	the	spatialities	of	value,	affect	and	care.		

	

Quality	assurance		

The	making	of	value	and	the	making	of	relations	through	and	with	Icelandic	horses	

entwine	narratives	and	technologies	of	origin	and	descent.	The	website	‘Horses	of	Iceland’,	

–	a	government,	industry	and	special	interest	collaborative	marketing	initiative	established	

in	2015	–	synthesises	the	key	claims	that	run	through	the	rich	folk,	literary,	documentary,	

visual,	material	and	digital	forms	of	Icelandic	horse	culture.	This	encompasses	both	a	

history	of	horses	as	essential	workers	in	agriculture	and	transport	in	Iceland,	and	

narratives	of	special	horses	in	mythology	and	local	and	family	history.	Since	the	1970s	they	

have	been	predominately	valued	as	companion	and	competitive	sporting	animals	and	they	

have	been	central	to	the	Icelandic	horse	riding	tourism	sector	over	the	last	two	decades	

(Helgadóttir	2006;	Helgadóttir	and	Sigurðardóttir	2008;	Sigurðardóttir	and	Helgadóttir	

2015).	Their	distinctiveness	in	terms	of	appearance	(size,	build,	mane	and	tail	length,	

variety	of	colours),	temperament,	longevity,	agility,	strength,	stamina	and	hardiness,	and	

importantly,	their	distinctive	extra	gaits	(tölt	and	skeid	or	pace)	are	often	explained	as	the	

product	of	their	co-evolution	with	humans.	Riding	them	rather	than	using	horse-drawn	

transport	due	to	the	lack	of	an	extensive	road	network	in	Iceland	prior	to	the	mid-

twentieth	century	is	thought	to	have	meant	the	survival	of	the	smooth	tölt	gait	which	was	

once	common	in	Europe.	The	‘Horses	of	Iceland’	website	presents	them	as	animals	that	

facilitate	rewarding	social	relations	and	shared	experiences	and	offer	‘an	intimate	key	to	

nature’.	‘Pure	bred	for	more	than	1000	years’,	and	thus	ideally	aligned	with	the	wider	

marketing	of	the	purity	of	Icelandic	nature	(Helgadóttir,	2006,	538),	‘The	Icelandic	Horse	is	
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a	manifestation	of	Icelandic	Nature:	Unique,	Pure	and	Genuine’	(www.horsesof	

iceland.com).	

Purity	is	especially	significant.	While	Iceland’s	island	status	has	meant	that	it	has	not	

be	subject	to	‘gene	flow’	across	contiguous	space,	info-	and	biotechnologies	now	delimit	

and	maintain	the	purity	of	the	breed	both	in	Iceland	and	abroad.	Horses	of	any	kind	cannot	

be	imported,	including	horses	born	in	Iceland	and	exported,	and	Icelandic	horses	born	

outside	Iceland.	This	regulation,	originating	in	an	1882	act	banning	the	import	of	farm	

animals	(Björnsson	and	Sveinsson	2006),	protects	horses	in	Iceland	from	foreign	

pathogens,	which	occasionally	arrive	through	contaminated	riding	equipment	and	cause	

island-wide	epidemics.	The	prohibition	also	ensures	that	there	is	no	risk	to	the	purity	of	

the	breed.	Thus,	crossbreeding	with	non-Icelandic	horses	is	not	possible	in	Iceland,	but	is	

possible	elsewhere,	potentially	compromising	the	integrity	of	the	breed.	Given	the	

numbers	of	Icelandic	horses	exported	from	Iceland	and	bred	abroad,	the	purity	of	the	

breed	cannot	be	guaranteed	outside	the	country	without	international	collaborative	

practices	to	maintain	the	breed	as	a	closed	community	of	descent	from	the	original	island	

stock.		

WorldFengur:	the	Studbook	of	Origin	for	the	Icelandic	Horse	is	an	online	database,	

established	in	2001	as	a	joint	venture	by	the	Bændasamtök	Íslands	(The	Farmers	

Association	of	Iceland)	and	the	International	Federation	of	Icelandic	Horse	Associations	

(FEIF),	which	maintains	records	of	individual	horse	names,	pedigrees,	colour,	offspring,	

breeding	scores,	genetic	assessments	and	increasingly,	genotypes	(Lorange	2011).	Horses	

in	Iceland	began	to	become	subject	to	the	imaginaries,	goals,	and	practices	of	systematic	

national	breeding	and	thus	constituted	as	Icelandic	in	the	early	twentieth	century	

(Björnsson	and	Sveinsson	2006).3	WorldFengur	extends	these	centralised	breeding	

information	technologies	digitally	and	internationally.	All	horses	born	in	Iceland	and	all	

Icelandic	horses	born	outside	Iceland	are	required	to	be	registered	in	WorldFengur.	By	

constituting	a	complete	‘global	pedigree	tree	of	the	purebred	Icelandic	horse’,	it	effectively	

preserves	the	purity	of	the	breed	and	facilitates	the	successful	breeding	of	Icelandic	horses	

in	Iceland	and	abroad.	Like	livestock	stud	books	(Calvert,	2013),	this	is	a	technology	for	

producing	the	breed	and	for	producing	difference,	that	is,	of	making	the	breed	valuable	as	a	

whole	and	of	differentiating	between	horses	to	produce	degrees	of	quality	and	the	

potential	for	breeding	success.	Not	all	Icelandic	horses	are	valued	equally.	Their	economic	

value	and	cultural	status	varies	according	to	highly	formalised,	regulated	and	sophisticated	
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measures	of	difference.	They	are	evaluated	in	terms	of	their	conformity	and	gaits	and	those	

of	their	offspring.	These	scores	are	crucial	to	the	breeding	of	‘quality	horses’.		

This	formalised	system	of	evaluation	co-exists	with	a	culture	of	horse	breeding	that	is	

largely	not	elite	or	highly	commercialised,	and	more	motivated	by	‘making	a	living	from	

one’s	passion	rather	than	making	money	from	it’	(Sigurdardóttir	and	Helgadóttir	2015,	

233).	Since	it	is	difficult	to	make	a	living	from	horse	breeding	alone	many	breeders	are	also	

sheep	farmers,	offer	holiday	accommodation	and	riding	tours,	and	are	often	reliant	on	the	

export	market	for	income	as	well	as	reputation	(thus	explaining	state	support	for	these	

rural	economies	by	promoting	overseas	interest	in	Icelandic	horses	through	the	Horses	of	

Iceland	website).	Small-scale	breeding	can	be	undertaken	as	a	hobby	by	a	wide	range	of	

people	because	of	the	relative	cheapness	of	horses	and	ease	of	gaining	access	to	pasturage,	

and	the	hestakaup	(barter)	system	that	does	not	rely	entirely	on	monetary	exchange.	As	I	

was	told	emphatically:	‘anyone	can	breed.	I	can	breed.	If	I	own	a	mare	I	can	breed	a	horse’.	

WorldFengur	and	its	associated	judging	systems	thus	record,	facilitate	and	influence	but	do	

not	control	breeding	in	Iceland.		

Indeed,	maintaining	the	purity	of	horses	known	as	Icelandic	through	a	mandatory	

pedigree	database	is	relatively	more	straightforward	than	conserving	or	increasing	the	

value	of	the	breed	as	a	whole.	This	is	because	the	value	of	the	breed	is	continuously	shaped	

by	the	value	of	individual	horses	in	all	their	diversity,	and	since	this	value	is	not	something	

that	is	intrinsic	to	the	horses	themselves	but	a	relational	attribute.	The	success	of	the	

export	trade	depends	on	producing	an	understanding	of	Icelandic	horses	as	different	to	

other	horses	in	terms	of	temperament,	strength,	stamina,	gaits	and	appearance.	But	their	

value	as	a	commodity	also	depends	on	the	success	of	an	intimate	relationship	between	

horse	and	rider.	In	contemporary	riding	cultures,	riding	well	is	understood	to	require	the	

mutual	bodily	and	sensed	communication	of	horse	and	rider	(Brandt	2004;	Daspher	

2017).4	The	potential	to	feel	something	of	the	ideal	horse-rider	‘connection’	from	the	start	

and	achieve	it	more	deeply	is	key	to	the	success	of	the	horse	sale	and	purchase.	

Maintaining	an	export	market	ideally	means	some	form	of	quality	assurance	but	this	is	

complex	when	success,	quality	and	value	are	relationally	achieved.	

This	is	complicated	further	by	distance.	In	Iceland	it	is	possible	to	ride	a	horse	several	

times	or	borrow	it	before	buying	it.	If	the	horse	is	found	to	be	unsuitable	it	is	relatively	

easy	to	sell	it	and	buy	another.	A	horse	to	be	exported	may	be	chosen	by	an	overseas	buyer	

in	person	from	among	many	on	a	short	and	often	emotionally	intense	visit	to	Iceland	to	
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find	the	‘right’	horse	(Brown	2001)	and	ridden	once	or	a	few	times,	or	bought	directly	from	

a	farm	or	through	an	agent	based	on	information	alone.	Given	the	potential	damage	that	a	

problematic	relationship	with	a	horse	does	to	breed	wealth,	there	are	concerns	among	

Icelandic	breeders	and	agents	about	the	quality	of	horses	being	exported	and	of	the	mis-

matching	of	horses	and	owners.	The	reputation	of	Icelandic-born	horses	may	be	damaged	

if	overseas	buyers	purchase	horses	from	breeders	who	seek	to	attract	buyers	based	on	the	

appearance	of	the	horses,	but	with	little	or	no	attention	to	their	quality	according	to	breed	

standards.	There	are	particular	concerns	about	instances	of	unscrupulous		‘slaughter	

house	breeding’	outside	the	mainstream	breeding	community,	in	which	the	goal	is	only	to	

produce	horses	whose	colour	will	appeal	to	overseas	buyers.	Foals	judged	to	be	

unappealing	‘go	to	the	slaughter	house’.	Though	purity	of	the	breed	is	preserved	by	the	ban	

on	importing	horses	it	is	not	possible	to	control	the	quality	of	the	horses	that	leave	the	

country.		

Yet	the	export	of	the	highest	quality	horses	can	also	threaten	the	breed	wealth	of	

Icelandic	horses	and	undermine	claims	about	the	quality	of	the	horse-rider	relationship	

they	offer.	To	achieve	high	scores	in	performing	the	gaits	in	judging	and	competition	

events	a	horse	needs	to	be	spirited	and	forward	going.	However,	these	‘willing’	horses	can	

only	be	ridden	by	very	experienced	riders,	and	not	easily	or	at	all	by	most	of	those	who	buy	

them	for	leisure	riding	and	who	make	up	the	majority	of	the	overseas	market.	The	difficult	

experiences	or	accidents	that	can	occur	when	overseas	buyers	looking	for	a	‘calm	easy	

horse’	are	offered	high	quality	‘willing’	horses	to	try	out	are	costly	in	terms	of	the	affective	

experience	and	hopes	involved	in	choosing	a	horse	and	can	damage	the	breed’s	reputation.	

There	are	debates	within	Iceland	about	whether	breeding	to	achieve	competition	level	

standards	is	overly	dominant,	given	that	competition	quality	horses	do	not	necessarily	

make	for	suitable	family	and	leisure	horses.	This	is	even	more	of	an	issue	for	the	export	

market	since	most	Icelandic	horses	are	bought	by	overseas	buyers	for	their	encounter	

value:	as	single	special	purchases	to	fulfil	the	demanding	role	of	being	a	partner	in	a	deeply	

satisfying	intimate,	emotional,	embodied,	long-term	and	singular	relationship.	Reflecting	

the	difficulties	of	choosing	a	horse	that	will	end	up	being	the	‘dream	horse’,	the	Leisure	

Riding	Committee	of	FEIF	introduced	a	system	called	The	Riding	Horse	Profile	in	2017	in	

order	to	‘create	the	best	possible	match	between	rider	and	horse’.	Horses	and	riders	need	

to	be	carefully	matched	for	the	sake	of	‘a	good	life	for	the	horses’,	the	human-horse	

relationship	and	for	breed	wealth.		
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Profit	and	loss		

Yet	affective	loss	is	integral	to	the	production	of	breed	wealth	within	international	

Icelandic	horse	cultures.	This	is	because	the	monetary	gain	from	selling	potential	

encounter	value	involves	the	severing	of	those	relations	that	make	Icelandic	horses	into	

desirable	commodities.		Training	a	horse	into	a	relationship	with	humans	that	enable	them	

to	be	ridden	and	cared	for	is	a	subtle	embodied	and	inter-subjective	process,	described	in	

Iceland	as	‘taming’	rather	than	‘breaking	in’	a	horse.	The	horse-trainer	relationship	

produces	the	potential	for	the	horse	to	enter	into	a	relationship	with	a	future	owner.	

Horses	can	be	exported	with	minimal	basic	training,	or	many	with	months	or	years.	Selling	

them	on	is	thus,	to	some	degree,	a	matter	of	letting	them	go	and	varies	in	its	emotional	

intensities	according	to	the	depth	of	the	rider-horse	relationship.		

This	is	not	only	part	of	the	process	of	deriving	direct	economic	gain,	but	also	a	feature	

of	the	wider	production	of	symbolic	value	and	indirect	economic	gain,	of	the	making	of	

breed	wealth	more	widely.	Though	the	breed	as	a	whole	carries	high	cultural	value,	horses	

are	also	highly	differentiated	in	terms	of	their	qualities	though	judging	shows	and	regional,	

national	and	international	Icelandic	horse	competitions.	These	competitions	are	crucial	for	

breeders	in	terms	of	the	value	of	a	horse,	its	parents	as	breed	stock,	other	horses	bred	from	

them	or	related	pairings,	and	their	reputation	as	breeders.	High	scores	depend	on	the	

quality	of	the	relationship	between	the	horse	and	rider	which	is	often	based	on	many	

months,	and	often	years	of	mutual	effort	to	reach	an	embodied	and	affective	‘grace	of	

attunement’	(Despret,	2017,	4),	that	produces	award-winning	performances	of	the	gaits.	

However,	the	most	prestigious	international	competition,	the	Icelandic	Horse	World	

Championships,	can	never	happen	in	Iceland,	as	riders	within	continental	Europe	cannot	

bring	their	horses	to	Iceland.	The	Icelandic	national	team	and	the	horses	they	have	been	

working	with	travel	to	where	it	is	held.	The	ban	on	importing	any	horses	into	Iceland,	even	

ones	bred,	born,	raised	and	trained	there,	means	they	must	then	leave	their	horses	behind	

after	the	competition.	They	are	usually	sold.	So	though	the	World	Championship	is	part	of	a	

system	of	producing	differentiation	between	horses	which	allows	the	market	to	operate	it	

depends	upon	severing	a	connection	between	the	horse	and	rider	that	is	also	integral	to	

producing	value	through	the	success	of	their	co-joined	effort	in	achieving	competition	

success.	The	value	of	animals	as	‘individualised	encounterable	life’	(Collard	and	Dempsey	

2013:2684)	entails	severing	not	only	animal	kinship	relations	but	also	human-animal	ones,	

of	different	kinds	and	degrees	of	intimacy	and	care	(Dashper	2014).		
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This	is	generally	understood	as	inevitable	in	a	system	that	both	protects	horses	in	

Iceland	and	showcases	horses	born,	bred	and	trained	in	Iceland	in	international	

competitions,	for	the	sake	of	national	pride	and	horse	economies.	The	‘no-return’	sale	of	

some	of	the	best	horses	in	Iceland	after	international	competitions	is	not	envisaged,	as	in	

the	case	of	English	thoroughbreds	(Cassidy	2002),	as	the	loss	of	genetic	material	from	the	

national	bloodstock.	But	it	is	recognised	as	a	painful	personal	sacrifice	given	the	strong	

emphasis	on	deep,	enduring	and	life	long	human-horse	relationships	that	Icelandic	horses	

are	said	to	offer.	In	the	Icelandic	documentary	Kraftur:	The	Last	Ride	(2009)	which	focuses	

on	the	relationship	between	the	horse	Kraftur	and	competition	rider	Tóti	Eymundsson	in	

Iceland,	that	ends	after	their	success	in	the	World	Championships	in	the	Netherlands,	Tóti	

describes	their	parting	as	‘like	saying	goodbye	to	a	family	member’.		

Gísla,	a	successful	international	competitive	rider,	trainer	and	breeder,	reflected	on	

her	experience	of	this	when	she	represented	Iceland	in	the	World	Championships:	

	

The	toughest	was	when	I	took	him	to	his	paddock	the	day	before	he	was	leaving	the	

country	and	it	was,	I	don’t	know,	the	feeling	was,	it	was	so	stupid,	the	feeling	was	he	

would	never	be	free	again!	That	was	something	I	made	in	my	head	because	he	was	

going	abroad	and	what	was	I	doing	to	him?	He	has	been	his	whole	life	here	with	all	

the	…	but	the	people	that	bought	him,	of	course,	he	has	been	treated	like	a	diamond.	

It’s	just	other.	It	is	just	different.	But	then	of	course	when	I	left	him	it	was	just	difficult	

because	you	have	been	working	with	this	horse.	It’s	a	special	horse.	It’s	your	

favourite.	It’s	really	good	and	you	have	been	teaching	it,	working	with	it	for	two	or	

three	years.	It’s	like	leaving	a	friend.	And	it	is	not	likely	that	you	will	meet	again.		

	

The	reputational	value	of	competing	internationally	with	a	horse	the	family	has	bred	and	

the	income	from	the	sale	is	not	always	chosen	over	the	relationship	with	a	special	horse.	As	

Gísla	explained,	not	all	invitations	to	compete	internationally	are	accepted.	Her	sister	was	

invited	to	compete	with	a	particular	horse	but:	

	

He	will	never	leave	our	farm.	He	will	get	old	there.	He	is	just	one	of	a…	You	don't	have	

many	horses	like	this	and	you	just	don’t	let	them	go.	So	he	is	just	a	special	horse	who	

will	be	buried	at	our	farm.	But	sadly	most	of	them	just	need	to	be	sold	however	good	

they	are.	You	just	have	the	luxury	of	a	few	ones	that	can	be	like	this	[…]	I	could	really	
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relate	to	[Tóti]	especially	the	final	words	that	he	says	in	the	movie	which	are	really	

strong	because	it	was	at	the	same	time	that	we	were	thinking	‘should	we	let	this	

special	horse	go?’	Toti,	the	rider,	he	says,	‘you	ask	yourself	was	it	worth	it?’,	we	were	

watching	it	and	we	said	no,	it	would	not	be	worth	it.	Not	with	this	special	horse.		

	

Encounter	value	is	traded	against	and	entangled	with	economic	value.	

This	trade	off	between	profit	and	loss	is	paralleled	by	concerns	among	some	overseas	

buyers	about	what	their	horses	lose	in	leaving	Iceland.	This	is	deeply	tied	to	the	potential	

for	the	Icelandic	horse	cultures	abroad	to	be	judged,	or	assumed	to	be	judged,	as	always	

derivative	of,	subordinate	to	and	lacking	in	comparison	to	what	is	presented	as	the	ideal	

and	uncompromised	symmetry	of	rider,	horse,	nature,	landscape	and	history	in	Iceland.	In	

the	marketing	of	some	Icelandic	horses	outside	Iceland,	for	example,	the	emphasis	on	their	

genealogical	closeness	to	horses	in	Iceland	foregrounds	the	significance	of	the	origin	place.	

The	horses	are	as	‘pure’	as	any	other	but	this	implies	some	diminution	of	quality	with	

genealogical	and	geographical	distance	from	‘native’	horses.	The	issue	of	the	breed’s	

origination	has	been	negotiated	with	some	degree	of	tension	among	the	international	

community	of	Icelandic	horse	enthusiasts.	Even	if	horses	in	Iceland	are	defined	as	a	

national	breed	within	the	country,	and	horses	outside	Iceland	can	only	be	Icelandic	

through	direct	and	pure	descent	from	horses	in	Iceland,	there	has	been	and	continues	to	be	

some	resistance	to	the	assumption	that	national	origins	define	symbolic	ownership	and	

authority.		

Icelandic	horses	in	continental	Europe	may	have	been	born	in	Iceland	and	imported	

or	bred	from	previously	imported	Icelandic	horses	and	their	offspring.	The	highest	

national	figures	for	Icelandic	horses	outside	Iceland	are	for	Germany	where	there	were	

more	than	50,000	Icelandic	horses	in	2017.	German	Icelandic	horse	breeders	compete	

with	horse	breeders	in	Iceland,	encouraging	customers	to	buy	‘a	German	born	horse’	

rather	than	buy	directly	from	Iceland.	This	is	not	just	a	matter	of	market	competition.	It	is	

also	one	of	symbolic	ownership	of	the	breed	and	resistance	to	the	idea	of	Icelandic	judges,	

breeders	and	riders	as	naturally	having	greater	authority,	ability	and	expertise.	This	is	

evident	in	international	competitions,	in	the	organisation	of	judging	and	an	effort	to	own	

the	breed	more	formally.		German	Icelandic	horse	breeders	and	leisure	riders	are	

represented	as	a	national	branch	of	FEIF	and	are	therefore	part	of	this	international	body	

and	network	of	relationships	between	breeders,	trainers	and	judges,	but	they	have	also	
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resisted	being	subordinate	to	Icelandic	authority	within	it.	Differences	between	German	

and	Icelandic	breeding	rules,	for	example,	had	to	be	resolved	in	the	first	‘years	of	

disagreement’	after	FEIF	(www.feif.org/FEIF/History.aspx)	was	established	in	1969.	And	

as	Elina,	a	breeder,	trainer	and	judge	in	Iceland,	explained,	while	Icelandic	judges	are	

usually	invited	to	take	part	in	Scandinavian	competitions,	this	is	less	often	the	case	in	

Germany	where	there	have	been	moves	to	assert	the	autonomy	of	German	Icelandic	horse	

breeding.	This	has	included	an	attempt	to	‘apply	to	be	the	country	of	origin	of	the	Icelandic	

horse’.	Once	this	became	known	in	Iceland	the	new	Regulation	on	the	Origin	and	Breeding	

of	the	Icelandic	Horse	(no.	224)	was	quickly	enacted	through	the	Icelandic	Ministry	of	

Fisheries	and	Agriculture	in	April	2014.	The	opening	paragraph	states	that	it	is	‘intended	

to	support	international	co-operation	on	the	breeding	of	the	Icelandic	horse’.	At	the	same	

time	it	fixes	a	deeply	symbolic	historical	origin	story	in	law.	Article	3	states	that:	‘Iceland	is	

the	country	of	origin	of	the	Icelandic	horse’.	The	relations,	experiences,	and	emotions	that	

constitute	the	international	love	of	this	breed	thus	involve	tension,	competition	and	

compromise	as	well	as	co-operation	and	community.	Origins	are	both	rejected	as	measure	

of	authority	and	evoked	to	define	value.	

Nevertheless,	many	owners	in	Europe	or	North	America	also	personally	negotiate	

what	it	means	for	their	Icelandic	horses	to	leave	and	live	away	from	what	is	figured,	in	and	

beyond	Iceland,	as	their	natural,	national	homeland.	Adverts	for	riding	tours	aimed	at	

overseas	Icelandic	horse	enthusiasts,	for	example,	exhort	them	to	‘Ride	them	in	the	Land	

that	Made	Them’	(Tölt	News	2010).	As	Elina	explained:	

	

Iceland	has	this	special	status.	That	we	are	the	country	of	the	horse	and	this	is	where	

the	horses	are	from.	Everyone	just	looks	to	Iceland	as	the	place	for	the	horse	and	you	

just	have	to	come	here	and	get	to	know	the	country	and	the	weather	and	everything	

to	understand	the	horse	in	a	way.	I	think	many	foreigners	feel	that	you	don’t	really	

know	the	Icelandic	horse	if	you	have	never	been	here.	

	

Some	people	regularly	visit	and	maintain	a	relationship	to	their	own	horse’s	‘home’	and	

with	those	who	bred	and	trained	it	as	a	way	of	expressing	and	practicing	a	relation	with	

the	horse,	and	achieving	a	special	relationship	to	the	specific	farm	and	locality	through	the	

horse.	As	Sigrid,	a	horse	agent	in	Iceland	who	helps	overseas	buyers	by	identifying	

potential	horses	for	them,	explained	‘They	keep	a	little	bit	of	connection’.	
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Yet	these	visits	can	also	prompt	or	intensify	questions	about	what	their	horse	has	lost	

or	cannot	have.	This	is	not	only	in	terms	of	the	nature	of	the	environment	but	also	space.	

Relatively	less	intense	pressure	on	land	in	Iceland	allows	for	larger	grazing	areas	and	

enables	horses	to	be	moved	between	paddocks	and	fields,	in	contrast	to	their	confinement	

in	a	single	paddock	liable	to	get	very	muddy	for	months.	As	Elina	reflected:		‘People	come	

here	and	then	wonder	if	they	are	giving	their	horse	in	Germany	or	Norway	or	wherever	a	

good	life.	Yes	I	think	that	a	lot.	People	come	here	and	they	are	like	“you	have	so	much	

space.	They	are	so	clean”.	There	are	almost	no	diseases,	so	no	vaccination	and	no	problems	

of	disease	control	or	anything.’	It	is	also	sometimes	argued	that	it	is	not	only	the	

evolutionary	effects	of	their	use	and	environment	that	gives	horses	in	Iceland	their	special	

qualities	compared	to	Icelandic	horses	abroad,	but	the	immediate	effects	of	their	

experience	of	uneven	terrain	and	wide	horizons.	Ideas	of	the	immediate	as	well	as	

evolutionary	effects	of	the	environment	thus	continue	to	inflect	an	ostensibly	genealogical	

definition	of	breed.	Yet,	there	are	also	concerns	in	Iceland	about	the	efforts	of	some	

overseas	owners	to	care	for	their	horses	in	‘Icelandic’	ways.	I	address	these	concerns	in	the	

next	section,	not	to	privilege	Icelandic	perspectives,	but	to	explore	the	spatially	

differentiated	understandings	and	practices	of	love	of	this	breed.		

	

Aftercare	

While	the	international	popularity	of	Icelandic	horses	is	a	source	of	national	pride	and	

profit,	there	have	also	been	recent	efforts	in	Iceland	to	address	their	welfare	abroad.	In	

particular,	there	are	concerns	that	the	famed	hardiness	of	Icelandic	horses	creates	an	

impression	that	Icelandic	horses	need	less	care.	Helga,	of	the	Icelandic	branch	of	FEIF,	

explained	that:	‘We	know	that	some	people	think	that	Icelandic	horses	do	not	need	

anything.	No	shelter	or	food	or	anything.	But	that’s	not	true.	And	that’s	something	that	we	

need	to	educate	people	about.	They	are	strong	and	hardy	but	they	need	their	care’.	Though	

horses	routinely	spend	the	winter	outside	in	Iceland	this	includes	appropriate	stabling,	

especially	if	being	ridden.	As	Sigrid	commented:	‘Icelandic	horses	in	Europe	are	mostly	

kept	in	these	open	stables.	They	have	of	course	a	roof	and	wind	protection	but	they	are	all	

year	outside.	There	is	not	a	warm	stable.	And	when	people	from	Europe	come	to	Iceland	

and	they	always	ask	‘why	here	are	there	no	open	stables?’	They	think	it	is	normal	for	

Icelandic	horses	to	be	in	open	stables.’		In	Iceland,	she	explained,	a	horse	would	always	be	

returned	to	a	stable	after	being	ridden	in	winter	and	only	let	outside	once	they	have	cooled	
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down.	Practices	of	care	that	aim	to	be	true	to	what	are	assumed	to	be	Icelandic	methods	

and	to	the	breed’s	distinctive	character	may,	she	suggests,	mean	poor	care.		

However,	breeders	and	owners	in	Iceland	were	more	often	concerned	about	an	

excess	of	care.	One	form	of	this	is	too	much	human	contact.	An	understanding	of	horses	as	

social	subjects	who	live	most	happily	in	groups	underpins	the	annual	cycle	of	horse	life	in	

Iceland.	Horses	are	not	kept	alone	in	stables	or	paddocks	and	spend	from	June	or	July	to	

January	freely	grazing	in	large	ranges	as	a	break	from	being	stabled	and	ridden.	Sigrid	

insisted	that:	

	

Every	horse,	no	matter	how	great	a	competition	horse	it	is,	gets	a	few	months	each	

year,	a	break,	shoes	off,	outside,	to	be	a	horse.	And	then	they	come	fresh	and	spirited	

in	again.	Horses	in	Europe	do	not	get	the	break	and	that	is	bad.	That	is	why,	I	would	

say,	people	say	the	horses	lose	a	little	bit	of	their	spirit.	The	horses	need	this	and	the	

younger	the	horse	the	longer	the	break.	[…]	And	a	real	break,	not	a	break	in	the	open	

stables	where	they	are	all	year	long	and	just	not	ridden	for	two	months.	That	is	not	

going	to	be	enough.	They	have	to	be	on	grass	outside	and	no	human	coming	all	the	

time	–	someone	feeding	them	and	looking	after	them	–	but	not	petting	them	all	the	

time.	

	

Allowing	horses	a	long	break	from	human	contact,	to	benefit	from	horse	sociality	and	

regain	some	‘wildness’	is	central	to	horse	care	in	Iceland.	Foals	are	born	and	reared	by	the	

herd	in	summer	pastures	without	human	assistance	and	young	horses	are	not	trained	until	

they	are	three	or	four	years	old	to	allow	them	to	‘learn	their	place’	in	horse	groups	before	

entering	into	new	human-horse	relations.	Too	much	human	contact,	too	much	care,	is	

problematic.	

Sensitive	issues	regarding	the	distribution	of	expertise	and	authority	between	those	

in	the	place	of	origin	and	those	caring	for	Icelandic	horses	elsewhere	are	not	are	just	about	

skill	and	knowledge	of	the	breed	as	a	whole	but	about	intimate	relations	and	practices	of	

care.	These	sensitivities	intensify	when	they	involve	the	question	of	riding	ability	which	is	

core	to	the	idea	of	a	successful	horse-human	relationship.	The	tölt	gait	is	especially	

significant,	as	a	defining	breed	trait	and	measure	of	both	the	value	of	the	horse	and	the	

rider’s	ability.	Some	horses	choose	it	as	their	preferred	gait,	many	need	to	be	encouraged	

into	the	gait	but	in	all	cases	the	quality	of	the	tölt	depends	on	the	skill	of	the	rider.	Though	
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Icelandic	horses	are	bought	because	of	their	distinctive	gaits,	it	is	not	always	the	case	that	

the	owner	has	enough	training	or	experience	to	know	how	to	ride	them	in	ways	which	

make	the	horse	tölt	or	do	so	well	according	to	the	standard	measures	of	quality	(rhythm,	

footfall	and	foreleg	lifting).	Icelandic	commentators	suggest	that	riding	problems	

attributed	to	injury	or	equipment	by	non-Icelandic	riders	are	sometimes	caused	by	

incorrect	riding.	Jenny,	a	breeder	and	trainer	from	UK	but	settled	permanently	in	her	horse	

farm	in	Iceland	told	me	of	a	visitor	who	had	many	years	of	riding	and	working	with	

Icelandics	in	Europe	but:	

	

had	never	ridden	in	tölt.	I	could	not	believe	it.	She	didn’t	want	to	force	the	horse	to	

tölt	and	didn’t	know	how	to	bring	it	out.	Here	if	a	horse	wouldn’t	tölt	we	would	eat	it.	

They	have	not	the	knowledge	to	be	able	to	bring	out	the	gaits.	People	do	a	workshop	

but	one	week	is	not	enough.	

	

Horses	in	Iceland	that	are	deemed	too	problematic	in	terms	of	their	character	(aggressive,	

for	example)	or	gaits,	are	slaughtered	and	eaten.	Love	of	the	breed	means	curtailing	the	

development	of	affective	ties	to	horses	that	are	killed	for	the	sake	of	the	breed	(Shukin	

2009).	Care	for	the	breed	as	a	whole	often	entails	the	deaths	of	individual	horses	that	do	

not	meet	breed	standards	or	contribute	to	breed	wealth.		

Though	horses	have	a	core	place	in	Icelandic	national	identity	and	heritage,	and,	for	

many	people,	their	social	and	family	life,	they	are	also	embedded	in	everyday	life	and	more	

easily	owned	in	groups	rather	than	as	a	single	special	horse.	Breeders	and	trainers	in	

Iceland	believe	that	owning	only	one	horse	can	create	an	unhelpfully	intense	focus	on	one	

relationship	and	too	much	attention	to	the	individual	needs	of	a	horse.	As	Jenny	put	it,	

outside	Iceland	‘a	lot	of	time,	effort	and	expense	goes	into	it	and	it	is	like	the	be	all	and	end	

all.	So	things	get	so	like	focused,	whereas	here	they	are	more	like	‘yeah,	yeah’.	It	is	so	

difficult	to	explain’.	The	amount	of	investment	there	is	in	a	single	horse	abroad,	including	

medical	care,	thus	often	exceeds	what	is	thought	to	be	appropriate	in	Iceland.	These	

differences	can	trouble	relationships	between	breeders	in	Iceland	and	buyers	abroad.	In	

Sigrid’s	work	locating	horses	for	overseas	customers,	much	of	her	effort	is	spent	mediating	

between	different	approaches	to	horse	care	by	dealing	with	email	queries	about	how	a	

horse	for	sale	deals	with	particular	situations,	such	as	entering	a	trailer	or	being	shod.	

Since,	she	explained,	these	are	not	considered	issues	in	Iceland,	but	are	‘made	into	
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problems’	elsewhere,	horse	breeders	are	unlikely	to	reply.	She	does	so	for	them	to	

facilitate	the	sale	of	horses	but	also	to	foster	the	social	relationships	that	ideally	enhance	

the	transaction	and	contribute	to	breed	wealth.		

Different	perspectives	on	human-horse	relationships	meet	more	overtly	in	the	riding	

workshops	conducted	by	Icelandic	horse	trainers	who	travel	to	teach	in	Europe	and	in	the	

US.	For	them,	achieving	the	ideal	‘connection’	between	a	particular	horse	and	a	particular	

human	–	physical	and	emotional	attunement,	mutual	understanding,	corporeal	

communication	–	means	not	overcoming	or	eliding	difference	between	the	animal	and	the	

human,	but	recognising	difference	by	understanding	the	horse	as	not	human.	Horse	care,	

training	and	riding	in	Iceland	are	firmly	based	on	popular	and	scientific	accounts	of	the	

hierarchical	structure	of	horse	sociality.	Thus	by	acting	as	a	clear	leader	the	human	gives	

the	horse	a	sense	of	security	that	enables	both	horse	and	rider	to	work	together	in	the	

relationship.	Icelandic	trainers	argue	that	the	quality	of	the	relationship	and	the	quality	of	

a	horse’s	life	depends	on	the	clarity	of	this	leadership	role.	For	them,	unease	with	or	

disinclination	to	accept	a	hierarchical	relationship	in	which	the	human	is	dominant	over	

the	horse,	in	favour	of	what	is	felt	to	be	a	more	sensitive	model	of	mutuality	with	the	

treasured	individual	horse,	creates	problematic	horse-human	relations.	Elina	talked	of	her	

experience	of	delivering	workshops	with	owners	of	Icelandic	horses	overseas:	

	

Because	people	want	to	make	the	horses	a	little	bit	human.	‘Ah,	he	knows	what	I	

mean,	you	know.	When	I	do	this	he	always	does	this’.	Things	like	that	and	especially	

when	they	just	have	one	or	two	horses,	they	get	very	much	into	that.	And	it	is	very	

difficult,	to	say	in	a	nice	way	‘stop	doing	that	because	it	is	not	horsy	actually’.	Some	

specific	things	that	they	do	with	the	horses	the	whole	time	and	you	know	the	horse	is	

just	walking	over	them.	They	don’t	have	any	leadership	there.	They	love	them	too	

much.		

	

Elina’s	insistence	on	the	need	for	human	leadership	in	horse	training,	and	physical	

demonstration	of	this	with	the	whip	if	necessary,	in	the	interest	of	the	horse	as	well	as	

rider,	explicitly	foregrounds	the	ways	in	which	power,	domination,	violence,	affection,	love	

and	care	can	co-exist	(Govindrajan	2018),	especially	if	care	is	understood	not		‘a	form	of	

unmediated	work	of	love	accomplished	by	idealized	carers’	but	an	ethically	complex	and	

contradictory	set	of	practices	and	relations	(Puig	de	la	Bellacasa,	2017,	8).	In	Iceland	
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domination	is	care.	To	love	‘too	much’	is	problematic.	This	is	not	to	suggest	there	are	have	

not	been	shifts	in	what	domination	should	or	should	not	entail	in	Iceland,	as	evidenced	the	

changing	state	regulation	of	competition	riding	and	horse	care,	or	that	this	emphasis	on	

leadership	is	not	part	of	wider	approaches	to	horse	training	elsewhere.	Nor	is	it	to	locate	

authority	over	how	best	to	love	in	the	breed’s	place	of	origin.	However,	it	does	suggest	that	

the	ethical	complexities	of	love,	care	and	power	are	worked	though	in	different	ways	

across	the	geographies	of	this	love	of	the	breed.		

	

Conclusion		

This	paper	suggest	how	critical	animal	geographies	could	engage	more	fully	with	breeds	

and	breeding,	firstly,	proffering	an	expanded	concept	of	breed	wealth	that	includes	the	

making	of	breeds	as	forms	of	‘genetic	capital’	through	the	reproductive	capacity	of	animals,	

the	cultural	value	of	breeds	in	terms	of	human	collective	identities	and	differentiations,	

and	encounter	value.	While	Haraway’s	concept	of	encounter	value	emphasises	the	

significance	of	interspecies	relationality,	her	exploration	of	the	ethical	complexities	and	

political	imperatives	that	loving	a	breed	entails	is	particularly	useful	since	it	foregrounds	

the	question	of	the	relationship	between	love	of	a	contrived	category	of	difference	and	

human	relations	with	numerous	or	individual	members	of	these	lively	collectives.	

Secondly,	I	propose	an	explicitly	spatial	approach	to	considering	breeds,	breeding,	and	

breed	wealth,	through	a	more-than-genealogical	understanding	of	breeds.	This	includes	

geographical	attention	to	their	biocultural	making	in	particular	historical	and	geographical	

contexts	through	breeding	practices,	technologies	and	relations	to	and	through	animals;	

the	signifying	role	of	animal	breeds	not	only	in	terms	of	problematic	models	of	human	

difference	and	belonging,	but	also	in	the	complex	politics	of	ownership	and	heritage	in	and	

beyond	the	world	of	industrialised	agriculture;	and	the	ethics	of	breeding	as	a	dimension	of	

agro-industry	and	its	alternatives	and	companion	animal	care.	It	does	so	by	addressing	the	

significance	of	geography	in	understandings	of	the	embodied	and	formal	constitution	of	

breeds,	and	how	geographical	origination	matters	in	the	making	of	breed	wealth	and	

across	the	multiple	geographies	of	a	breed	as	it	is	dispersed	from	its	original	‘homeland’.		

Breeds	are	defined	in	a	formal	sense	genetically	and	genealogically	through	shared	

descent.	But	when	descent	is	from	a	group	of	animals	in	a	specific	location	pedigree	is	

deeply	linked	to	place.	Furthermore,	if	the	location	is	understood	to	have	made	the	

founding	animals	of	the	breed	in	an	evolutionary	sense,	as	with	Icelandic	horses,	the	
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environmental	affects	of	the	original	place	are	figured	as	hereditable	affects,	intrinsic	to	

the	bodies	and	character	of	the	a	breed.	Provenance	is	imagined	as	embodied	within	these	

lively	commodities.	This	means	that	breed	wealth	can	travel.	Export	does	not	mean	a	

diminution	of	value.	However	this	co-exists	with	arguments	that,	in	this	case	Icelandic,	

landscapes	and	practices	of	care	have	more	immediate	effects	in	shaping	the	value	of	the	

breed	and	individual	animal.	In	this	sense	breed	wealth	is	figured	as	both	genetically	

inherent	in	the	breed	as	a	whole	and	generated	in	practice	in	relation	to	an	individual	

animal	or	group	of	animals.			

As	with	human	relatedness,	descent	is	a	measure	of	connection	and	means	of	

differentiation	within	and	between	genealogically	defined	collectives.	When	shared	

descent	is	linked	to	a	place	of	origin	it	is	a	politically	and	culturally	potent	measure	of	

community	and	difference	within	the	‘homeland’	and	diaspora	(Nash	2008;	2015).	

Applying	critical	perspectives	on	the	politics	of	genealogical	models	of	human	identity	and	

belonging	to	explore	how	breed	geographies	–	especially	those	shaped	by	the	purposeful	

movement	of	animals	from	places	that	are	figured	as	original	–	extends	the	scope	of	animal	

geographies.	It	demonstrates	the	continued	and	contested	potency	of	scientific	and	

cultural	imaginaries	of	geographical	origins	for	the	lives	of	animals	as	well	as	people.	

Furthermore,	it	contributes	to	recent	efforts	to	address	animals’	mobilities	and	their	lived	

experience	of	movement	(Bull	2011;	Hoggetts	and	Lorimer	2020)	and	critical	engagements	

with	the	meaning	of	native	or	invasive	(Gibbs	et	al.,	2015;	Ogden	2018;	Ritvo	2017)	by	

considering	how	the	lives	of	animals	are	shaped	by	their	categorisation	as	native	or	non-

native	breeds,	as	well	as	species,	and	understood	in	terms	of	ideas	of	homelands	and	

origins.	As	this	case	suggests,	animals,	like	people,	are	subject	to	scientific	and	cultural	

imaginaries	of	origins	and	dispersal.	As	with	discourses	of	collective	and	differentiated	

human	origins	and	indigeneity	(Nash	2015),	ideas	of	native	habitats	and	origins	can	have	

contradictory	implications	and	uses:	they	can	be	mobilised	for	animal	protection	(in	

environmental	conversation)	and	control	(of	‘invasive’	species);	they	can	be	eclipsed	in	

commodification	or	emphasised	as	measures	of	value.	This	is	the	case	for	the	category	of	

breed	as	well	as	species.	

While	the	Icelandic	horse	breed	is	produced	through	an	international	collaborative	

commitment	to	its	continuation	through	closed	breeding	and	pure	descent	from	horses	in	

Iceland,	the	international	love	of	the	breed	can	both	involve	practices	that	reflect	the	

significance	of	origins	–	visiting	the	farms,	attempting	to	replicate	practices	of	care	–	and	



	 22	

resistance	to	the	idea	that	origins	confer	ultimate	authority	over	the	breed	on	those	in	the	

breed’s	‘homeland’.	Though	the	idea	of	the	breed	depends	upon	a	conservative	model	of	a	

diasporic	community	of	animals	based	on	purity	of	descent	and	singular	origin	(Helmreich	

1992),	there	are	echoes	here	of	the	ways	in	which	diasporic	reworkings	of	the	culture	of	

the	‘homeland’	radically	challenge	the	place	of	origin	as	determining	expertise,	ownership	

and	authenticity.	In	this	case,	the	international	love	of	a	breed	is	also	entangled	with	desire	

for,	and	experience	of,	intimate	interspecies	kinship.	The	significance	of	breed	origins	is	

not	fixed,	but	matters	in	complex	ways	to	human	and	interspecies	relations,	and	to	the	

lives	of	animals.	

	

	

	

																																																								
1	In	2017,	63.7%	of	all	Icelandic	horses	are	outside	Iceland	(www.feif.org).	More	were	

born	outside	than	in	Iceland	in	2019	(Lorange	2019).	
2	This	research	was	undertaken	over	six	months	in	2016.	Participants	have	been	

anonymised.		
3	Horses	exported	from	the	mid	19th	to	mid	20th	century,	especially	to	the	UK	to	work	

in	coal	mines	(Björnsson	and	Sveinsson	2006),	were	not	subject	to	efforts	to	maintain	

breed	purity	since	their	value	was	exported	labour	–	surplus	labour	after	the	

mechanization	of	Icelandic	agriculture	and	transport	–	rather	than	breed	wealth.	
4	This	is	not	to	suggest	that	the	specificity	of	these	human-animal	relations	makes	the	

rider	an	unproblematic	spokesperson	for	the	horse.		
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