Creative Cultural Transformation in Horse Care 

By Sandy Judy
(Quotations are from an article by Aftab Omer, PhD, president and founder of the Institute of Imaginal Studies and published in the March/May 2005 issue of Shift magazine which is published by the Institute of Noetic Sciences)

In the spring of 1930 on a beautiful balmy morning, 78 people followed Mohandas Gandhi on a 200-mile procession to the sea of India’s western coast. Along the way, thousands joined in what was later to be called the Salt March. When they arrived, Gandhi showed them how to make their own salt. At this period of time in history, only those businesses licensed by British authorities could manufacture and sell salt, a daily requirement for human functioning in the heat of India. This simple act empowered the people and challenged the established British ruling culture. It was a defining moment and a cultural awakening that was to culminate in India’s sovereignty. 

Horse care is currently in a cultural awakening. Dr. Strasser’s research and publications along with others, has awakened within the horse-owning community the questioning of established horse health management. People everywhere all over the world are learning about the true biological principals that operate within a horse’s foot and body, and experiencing their own ability to return and sustain the health of their horse through trimming and holistic horse-keeping methods. 

The Barefoot Movement is still on the periphery of the horse care cultural center. Cultural centers are made up of a web of habits and mindsets. With conventional horse care, things like shoeing, softly bedded stalls, soft arena footing and limited turn-out areas are considered normal for healthy horses. But like the British in India in 1930, the established horse care industry is being faced with individuals taking responsibility for their horse’s health and turning the tide for lame horses world-wide.

Changing Horse-care Culture

“Creative transgressions are a specific kind of creative action characterized by three distinct features. First, they involve principled actions.” 

Principled action aligns with the truth. Gandhi was able to change Britain’s unjust, cruel and exploitive taxation of the making and selling of salt by teaching people on an individual level how to make salt. Strasser hoofcare and trimming respects the natural shape of the internal structures and the true function of the hoof as both support, shock absorber and blood pump, all of which are negated by nailed-on shoes.  Creative leaders on the periphery of the culture’s center have a passionate relationship with the truth and are able to teach people to take control of their lives, or in the case of horses, their horses’ hoof care. 

The second feature of a creative transgression involves imagination. Imagination “evokes new and unexpected experiences requiring others to reorient and make new meanings”. The amazing and complete recovery of medically diagnosed “incurably” lame horses aided by the average horse owner using trimming and rehabilitation programs like the Strasser Method along with the help of a trained hoofcare professional, have caught the attention of other horse owners. They in turn, will prompt the interest of horse care professionals and eventually, the horse industry as a whole. Change starts from the bottom up.

“A creative transgression typically entails the discipline of conscious sacrifice, requiring the willingness to experience difficulty, failure, and loss of privilege.”  Gandhi was an attorney, educated at the center of the British Empire. He went from being a conventional professional with a privileged life to cultural leader clothed in simple white cotton that he wove himself to protest the British control of textile production. Dr. Strasser is a veterinarian who has gone against the veterinary schools that educated her. And with very little money or support, published her books in a passionate effort to share the truth of barefoot health. Everyone who has rehabilitated a horse from lameness using these unconventional methods has experienced ridicule, difficulty and sacrifice. Many have lost best friends, the support of their conventional-minded veterinarians or have been sued for cruelty to animals…simply for trying to help their horses using unconventional rehabilitation techniques of trimming hooves and providing a natural lifestyle instead of shoes, confinement and drugs. 

“… the center of a culture is conventional -- dense with rules, norms, taboos, and consensual notions of the ‘truth’ – while the periphery is marginalized and remains disenfranchised, disempowered and often scape-goated.”

Cultural leaders find principled and imaginative ways to break the rules that maintain established cultural dependence. Recognizing and breaking the rules and norms is at the heart of cultural leadership. Cultural leaders are able to transform how they are personally affected by traditions into creative action. They are the midwives the future. Cultural leaders like Dr. Strasser, have transformed our thinking about how to care for a horse and his feet. Hoof care professionals across the world are midwifing a whole new culture of barefoot horse owners who are educated and aware of how their horse’s feet work which is a new “truth”! And like Margaret Mead once said, “Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world. Indeed, it’s the only thing that ever has.”

Symbolism in Transformation

Symbolic images and actions are important to a culture. We are so familiar with the image of a horseshoe as a symbol of luck. Even non-horse people accept the symbol of a horseshoe as intrinsically associated with horses. Many books on horse ownership and care portray the horseshoe as an anatomically correct fixture involving the good and proper care of a horse. 

However, with the help of our barefoot cultural leaders like Dr. Strasser, we are beginning to see the truth of this symbol. Just as the cross took on a negative symbolic transformation when Hitler used it for coalescing Nazi political and cultural domination, we should begin to see the horseshoe as a tortuous life-denying appliance and symbol of man’s flawed attempt at improving on what evolution took millions of years to perfect. Dr. Strasser and others are trying to create new symbols of healthy hooves to replace the symbol of the horseshoe.

“Symbolic actions can become rituals that have the power to disrupt the prevailing cultural fundamentalism that exists at the conventional center of a culture.” Inspirational stories of recovered horses become the symbolic actions and the rituals of seminars and educational programs have the power to change the hoofcare industry. Veterinarians that advocate “de-nerving” and ‘euthanasia’ as fundamental treatment options are then labeling hoofcare practitioners as “butchers” and accusing them of doing harm to horses simply because barefoot methods require a certain amount of sometimes painful rehabilitation. 

The Salt March has become a ritual that symbolizes India’s independence from British exploitation. When owners get together and tell their stories of learning to trim and care for their horses themselves, their stories become symbolic to other owners dissatisfied with conventional treatments like orthopedic shoes, surgery and drugs.

Cultural Scapegoating and Gatekeepers
“Cultural gatekeepers personify the restrictive and resisting forces within a culture that maintain the dominant ideology and ensure conformity with that culture’s rules, norms, values, and taboos. They personify a set of beliefs and practices that legitimize the status quo through the influence of political, economic, and media institutions. As far back as we know, human communities have resorted to scapegoating as a way of exiling and marginalizing those who are different. Cultural leaders who challenge the center are likely to face such efforts at disempowerment….”

The “gatekeepers” of the horse care culture are our trainers, veterinarians and farriers. The ultimate cultural center is the horse industry powered by billions of dollars.  The established educational processes and materials that are meant to educate our professionals in horse health care aren’t currently reflective of holistic ideas about horse care. The whole horse industry is built around the health needs of shod stalled horses. Everything from blankets to bandages, stable construction to bedding, all are big business. Surgeries and drugs are expensive and many would become totally unnecessary if horse health were maintained by holistic principals like the Strasser Method.

I feel sure Dr. Strasser knows all to well what scapegoating means and we’ve all heard rumors and horror stories of horses trimmed by those “Strasser People”. When an established cultural center like the horse care industry begins to fragment over basic issues like what constitutes a healthy horse and how a hoof functions, human qualities like compassion, respect, courage, curiosity and dignity are used and abused. But eventually, the horse care industry will capitalize on this wave of barefoot hoofcare needs. Witness the recent development and popularity of hoof boots.

This is a consciousness transformation in horse care. As our creative cultural leaders in this new horse care paradigm build numbers of followers in more holistic care attitudes, the cultural center will soon respond with opening a door into the hearts and minds of the gatekeepers. It is the birth of a new culture and it doesn’t come without the pain of change.

The Coming Changes

“The dynamic interaction between a culture’s center and its periphery keeps the culture vital and adaptive, providing cultural leaders with opportunities for creative cultural transformation. Cultural leaders find ways to transgress the rules made and enforced by political and administrative leadership. These rules inhibit the emergence of cultural sovereignty and creativity.”
The cultural change impending in the horse care industry is similar to what the tobacco industry is currently facing. A neighbor and one of the largest tobacco growers in the state, recently participated in the government buyout program after his wife suffered from a smoking-related heart attack. This will be the first year he will produce food crops and grains instead of tobacco. The tobacco curing barns stand empty. Millions of dollars in equipment made specifically for growing the lethal “evil weed” are now useless.  The family is nervous about the future.

Just as my neighbors have been affected by a personal health crisis and industry cut-backs, individual horse owners, veterinarians and others involved in horse care will be the ones to change the horse industry and culture. Change is an inevitable process when consciousness is raised about health. And who doesn’t want a healthy horse? The current horse industry supports the gatekeepers of horse health. Everything from bell boots to major surgery and even the breeding production of horses to meet the demands of an industry that has the mindset that a horse is finished by the time it is in it’s teens, is based around the model of a shod horse.  But Dr. Strasser and many other barefoot providers hold the keys to unlock the dawn of a new day. Just as the British government lost out when India won its independence, the horse industry understands that it has millions of dollars to loose when horse owners change their views and practices of horse care. But they will eventually embrace the ideas of the Barefoot movement as truth always wins out in the end.
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