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Abstract: 
The notion that the horse is an animal of cultural significance to Australia continues to hold 
currency, yet it remains vaguely expressed, couched amid allusions to tradition, history, and 
heritage. These nebulous assertions are themselves underpinned by an affective regard for the 
horse as a species. This paper focuses on the ways this affective regard is constituted, and how 
it is deployed, within the context of Australia’s recent brumby debates. While much scientific 
evidence in favour of removing the brumbies from Australia’s National Parks has been tendered 
to the public, the affective element of the brumby debate has thus far been ignored. It is my 
contention that it is only through the acknowledgement of these affective elements, and finding 
a legitimate avenue for their expression, that there is any possibility for compromise. 
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Introduction 
The notion that the horse is an animal of cultural significance to Australia—what I have termed 
the ‘horse discourse’—continues to exert power as a national identity narrative (see White 65-
76; Brasch; Mantle; Bentley et al.).  Nonetheless, commitment to the horse discourse remains 
vaguely expressed, couched amid allusions to tradition, history, and heritage. It is my 
contention that these nebulous assertions are themselves underpinned by an unarticulated 
affective regard for the horse as a species. This paper focuses first on the ways this affective 
regard is constituted, and further, how it is deployed, within the context of Australia’s recent 
brumby debates.  
 
Briefly, the term “brumby debate” refers to the dispute between environmentalists and horse 
advocates over the presence of feral horses (which are colloquially known in Australia as 
brumbies) in National Parks. The debates began following the culling of 600 feral horses in the 
Guy Fawkes River National Park, in the year 2000. More recently, this issue has been closely 
focused on Kosciuszko National Park (KNP), in the state of New South Wales (NSW). While 
environmentalists argue that these feral animals are doing great damage to Australia’s rare and 
sensitive alpine ecosystems (Driscoll et al. 63-72), brumby advocates dismiss these impacts as 
the work of other species (Cochran qtd. in Foden) and claim that brumbies have “earned the 
right” to exist undisturbed in the KNP (see Caldwell, “Protect the Snowies”). While I have 
argued elsewhere that this assertion relies to a large degree on conflating the brumby with the 
horse more broadly (Menzies, “Heritage Icon or Environmental Pest?” 205), within the context 
of this paper it will be accepted at face value. 
 
In 2016, the NSW state government drafted a plan to reduce brumby populations in the KNP 
by 90% over a period of 20 years (State of NSW and Office of Environment and Heritage). 
Two years later, in a complete backflip triggered by significant public pressure, these feral 
horses were formally listed as a heritage attribute of the Park. Here, the feral horses within the 
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KNP have been positioned by their supporters within affective discourses attached to the horse 
more broadly, with great success. By harnessing broader narratives of the horse’s significance 
to the brumbies, these animals are further constructed as autochthonous—a fundamental aspect 
of Australia’s history, heritage, and culture. While purportedly universal to Australia, this 
construction (like any such nationalistic narrative) is selective in who it includes, and who it 
excludes.  
 
The paper begins with a brief contextual discussion of the principles of affect, in particular how 
they relate to constricts of heritage. I then move to examine the ways that affect is cultivated in 
relation to the brumbies, focusing on the role of imagery, before looking at how these narratives 
are intertwined with broader identity narratives in the construction of the brumby’s heritage 
status. By incorporating the brumby into these existing national mythologies, its cultural status 
remains protected. Nationalistic narratives are, by their very nature, emotional (Elder 352; 
Wertsch, “Collective Memory” 142). As anthropologist James Wertsch argues, they elicit a 
deep commitment, and are integral to the construction of group identity (Voices 9; “Collective 
Memory” 142). The horse discourse is no exception, and it is therefore constructive to examine 
the nature of this emotional commitment.  
 
While much scientific evidence in favour of removing the brumbies from the sensitive alpine 
areas of KNP has been tendered to the public, the affective element of the brumby debate has 
thus far been ignored. It is this gap in the Australian Studies scholarship which this paper 
addresses.  

Emotion and Affect 
The recent emergence of the “affective turn” within the humanities (Cvetkovich 13; Jones 426) 
offers an insightful framework from which to approach the brumby debate. There are many 
contextually-dependant definitions of affect, however, in the framework of this paper, the term 
is understood in accordance with the following statement: 

 
Because affect, emotions, and feelings stand at the intersection of mind and body, 
cognition and sensation, and conscious and unconscious or automatic processes, it 
is not easy to identify the material basis for their social and historical construction, 
which includes parts of the body (nerves, brains, or guts) as well as environments 
and transpersonal relations (Cvetkovich 13). 

 
Differentiation between understandings of affect, feeling, and emotion remain somewhat 
amorphous (Wetherell et al 1; Cvetkovich 13-14). Ann Cvetkovich, in her consideration of 
affect within the Cultural Studies context, speculates that its use “stems from the desire to find 
a more neutral word, given the strong vernacular associations of ‘feeling’ and ‘emotion’ with 
irrationality” (13). Here, the terms ‘emotion’ and ‘affect’ will be used interchangeably, as both 
come under the same “umbrella term” (Cvetkovich 13; see also Jones 426).  
 
Within the framework of this paper and the literature drawn on herein, the landscape of KNP is 
understood as a heritage site. While there are other ways in which to consider constructions of 
place (Trigg 3; Hoskins 135; Jones 421-442), these lie outside the scope of this paper. In 
examining the role of affect within heritage sites there are, broadly speaking, two differing 
theoretical approaches (Wetherell et al 1). In the model proposed by Divya Tolia-Kelly, Emma 
Waterton and Steve Watson, heritage is seen as attracting layers of affect, which are intrinsic 
to the site in question (1-11). Here, “[m]emory, identity and affect are … co-constituted within 
the experiential landscapes of monuments, places and spaces where we preserve an account of 
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the past for ourselves and others, and for future generations” (5-6). In this framework, memory 
goes “beyond a sanctioned ocular association”, to encompass “a visceral shudder, felt at the 
heritage space itself” (Tolia-Kelly at al. 6). For Tolia-Kelly et al., understanding these 
intangible aspects to heritage—beliefs, feelings, practices—offers the opportunity to deliver 
more inclusive heritage (3). But as the brumby debates demonstrate, affect can also be 
manipulated and deployed in ways that are exclusionary and divisive. 
 
In this paper I adopt the view taken by Margaret Wetherell, Laurajane Smith and Gary 
Campbell, who take issue with the notion of affect as “mysteriously imbuing places and spaces 
[such that it] automatically … charge[s] those who pass through [the] space” (4). While 
acknowledging that affect is “a distributed phenomenon”, i.e. not localised to individuals 
(Wetherell et al. 4), the authors emphasise that affect, like heritage itself, is a form of social and 
cultural practice (Wetherell et al. 1-21). However, unlike other social practices, here it is the 
emotional experience that remains the focus (Wetherell et al. 5). In their conceptualisation, 
Wetherell et al. emphasise the political potential of affective practices, arguing that heritage 
sites utilise their affective power as part of legitimating narratives, and meanings (10), and this 
is indeed evident in the brumby debates.  
 
Irrespective of whether affect is seen as inherent to particular sites, or socially constructed in 
relation to them, the consensus among scholars is that affective, or emotional, experiences 
influence our perceptions and understandings (Morton, Emotion and Imagination 40-42). 
Further, Adam Morton has argued that the functions required for planning and decision-making 
are also shared with some emotions (Emotion and Imagination, 24). Morton contends that 
“when a state is an emotion being in it makes it more likely that some changes in belief, desire, 
thinking, and perception will occur” (Emotion and Imagination 40). On the other hand, while 
heritage experiences may be deeply emotive (or affective), they may simultaneously do little to 
trigger critical reflection (Smith and Campbell, “The Elephant in the Room” 445). Importantly, 
these two positions are not mutually exclusive; that is, it is possible to influence behaviour 
through affect, without incorporating critical thought processes. An awareness of the role of 
affect in the ways that heritage experiences are constructed is thus worth exploring.  
 
Laurajane Smith’s research reveals that many visitors to museums and heritage sites actively 
seek affective experiences, with a desire to “feel” expressed as part of their motivation for 
visiting particular sites (“Visitor Emotion” 125). Her research exposes the tendency among 
visitors to use heritage sites and experiences as a means to uncritically reinforce—rather than 
challenge—their identity narratives. This inclination in personal meaning-making was 
demonstrated regardless of the curatorial intent behind an exhibition (Smith, “A Pilgrimage of 
Masculinity” 472-482). Here we return to the previous point, whereby emotional states may be 
influential in changing beliefs, while doing nothing to instigate critical reflection. This raises 
some challenging questions about how affect and heritage site content might inadvertently 
interact. 
 
Affect and the Horse Discourse 
The horse discourse retains a high affective register. Affective registers refer to the bodily 
systems through which affect is registered—memory, emotion, and motor movements 
encompass part, but not all, of these processes (Jones 426). They “lie largely outside the realms 
of language, thought, rationality and reflexive consciousness” (Jones 426). Animals with a 
higher affective register, such as the horse, represent species in which a higher emotional 
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investment is made—that is, their affective influence is greater. The intangible dimensions of 
emotion and affect (and community and individual attachments to them) as they pertain to the 
brumby are not easily distinguished, or quantified. This leads to some difficulty in addressing 
this aspect of the brumby issue, where the personal can be intimately bound up with broader 
identity narratives. 
 
There are also significant cultural and economic dynamics at play in human-animal relations 
that further complicate these relationships (Jones 426). Jones argues that all inter-species 
encounters are largely characterised by affect, to the extent that “affects and emotions will 
always be co-present forces, and are processes through which [cultural and economic] dynamics 
are channelled or practised” (426). These dynamics lead us to recognise the hierarchies of 
affect, perhaps best typified in the current context by the fact that pigs, deer, and even wild dogs 
may be culled without question, while the prospect of horses being culled seemingly raises the 
ire of a significant portion of the Australian population (Menzies, Horses for Discourses 221-
223). Such hierarchies of affect play a notable role in maintaining the cultural significance of 
the horse.  
 
The affective nature of the horse discourse is evident in, among other things, the public 
investments in the ways this animal is treated, which are most clearly evinced when the 
standards of what is regarded as acceptable treatment are transgressed. This can be seen in the 
passionate outcry at the mere implication of culling brumbies that arose following the 2016 
Draft Wild Horse Management Plan (Menzies, Horses for Discourses 221-23). The popular 
concern for equine welfare has been expressed at various times throughout modern history; 
Anna Sewell’s enduring nineteenth-century horse story, Black Beauty, was written explicitly to 
raise public awareness of cruelty to carriage horses and contributed to significant changes in 
their treatment (Dorre 95). That public standards of acceptable treatment towards horses 
continues to change, even as horses become less ubiquitous, is demonstrated by the increasing 
discomfort of using the Melbourne Cup as an expression of Australian national identity, as 
awareness of the problematic nature of the racing industry grows (Menzies, Horses for 
Discourses 38; 100-1; 180-1). This affective response towards horses is actively cultivated by 
brumby supporters. For example, in one article (originally published in the Good Weekend on 
24 January 2015 under the title “A Horse with No Name,” before appearing in the Sydney 
Morning Herald online in October that same year with the more emotive title “The Brumbies 
Fight for Survival”), Susan Chenery writes that: 

 
[t]he infinitely less glamorous endangered broad-toothed rat is having its habitat 
beneath grass and herbs trampled by the horses in Kosciuszko - though, to be fair, 
it is more likely the rats will be picked off by predatory feral foxes and cats. And 
unlike other introduced carnivorous animals, horses are not predators, but gentle 
herbivores. They just want some nice grass to eat. (Chenery) 

 
In fact, it is the very mechanisms that the broad-toothed rat (Mastacomys fuscus) has evolved 
in order to avoid being “picked off” that the horses damage. These native mammals travel across 
the landscape via tunnels made of grass. Thus, they are able to move safely and effectively 
above ground, all while sheltered from the eyes of their predators. In trampling the grasslands 
of the KNP landscape, feral horses impede the ability of the broad-toothed rat to construct these 
tunnels, endangering it as a species. Nonetheless, the horses—which we can infer from 
Chenery’s derisive description of the rat, are the more “glamorous” species—are here 
constructed to distance them from “predatory feral” animals such as foxes and cats. Further, 
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their harmlessness is emphasised; they are “gentle herbivores,” who “just want some nice grass 
to eat” (Chenery). 
 
Imagery associated with brumbies also plays a significant role in maintaining their high 
affective register. For example, the widespread circulation of images of bullet-ridden horse 
carcasses in the media triggered the global public outrage against the cull in Guy Fawkes River 
National Park (see SOS News; KBR Wild Horse and Burro News). Conversely, Area Manager 
of Namadgi National Park, Brett McNamara, credits the lack of outcry over the Australian 
Capital Territory’s (ACT) regular kangaroo culling with the absence of such emotive imagery, 
with all kangaroo carcasses removed by rangers following shooting activities (McNamara). 
Unlike NSW, the ACT operates a zero-tolerance approach to pest species, including horses, in 
Namadgi, the Territory’s only National Park. In the case of brumbies being culled in the Park, 
the numbers are small enough that the remains can be helicoptered out. This again is to avoid 
the possibility of photographs being leaked. As McNamara points out, in these days of camera 
phone ubiquity, no one is without the means to release topical photos to the media (McNamara).   
 
The power of wild horse imagery is such that the winner of the People’s Choice Award in the 
2019 Australian Photography Awards was a photograph titled “A bit of chitchat between the 
boys,” showing two brumby stallions fighting. The two horses are captured rearing on their 
back legs, the grey stallion on the left lunging, teeth bared, towards a brown stallion. The 
photograph was taken near Kiandra, in the Snowy Mountains. In this way it simultaneously 
draws on, and adds to, the Snowy Mountains brumby mythology. Elsewhere, depictions of 
brumbies that appear alongside news articles act as visual texts, reinforcing the position of the 
article itself. Images of brumbies looking sleek, healthy, and virile invariably accompany 
articles favourable towards brumbies (even those purportedly giving a balanced view will tend 
towards a pro-brumby bias—see Chenery; Hadgraft 31-34; Burdon 71-83), while those 
showing the horses looking passive, weak, or emaciated appear alongside articles contesting 
the brumby presence (see Martin and Poole; Harvey et al.; Sanda; Australian Associated Press).  
 
Heritage Horses and the Affective Influence  
The 2000 Guy Fawkes River National Park cull is frequently referred to in the ongoing 
discussion around feral horse management, both publicly in the media (see Chenery; Hadgraft 
32; Burdon 83) and within stakeholder discussions (Gibbs, Personal Interview). It proved a 
catalyst for the coalescing of the brumby issue in eastern Australia, though the outcry and 
subsequent mobilisation of popular sentiment that followed “was a predictable sequence of 
events, so congruent with past experiences that it could have been foreseen from past literature 
alone,” according to Dale Nimmo and Kelly Miller (413). They argue that it is the interweaving 
of ethical, political and cultural constraints that makes this issue so contentious, and immune to 
“appeal[s] to institutionalised ecological knowledge” (413). Though these subjective and 
emotional approaches are challenging for the scientific community to engage with, the affective 
reach of the brumby is such that it cannot be disregarded, if any meaningful solution to the 
brumby debate is to be found.  
 
The notion of brumbies having some heritage significance was first raised in relation to the Guy 
Fawkes River horses, and the subsequent “confirmation of local heritage significance despite 
there being no genetic basis for it … opened up a new ‘can of worms,’” according to a 2005 
review of this case by Rosalie Chapple (240). Here we see the ways in which affect is frequently 
bound up in constructs of heritage (see Smith et al.; Tolia-Kelly et al; Smith, “Visitor Emotions” 
125-131; Smith and Campbell, “Elephant in the Room” 443-460), with the emotional response 
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towards the brumby driving claims of heritage significance, which are themselves tied to 
discourses of identity.  
 
Framing the brumby within the discourse of heritage grants it a legitimacy that is difficult to 
challenge. As Laurajane Smith argues, “[t]he discourses through which we frame certain 
concepts, issues or debates have an affect in so far as they constitute, construct, mediate and 
regulate understanding and debate” (Uses of Heritage 4). Smith continues: 

 
At one level heritage is about the promotion of a consensus version of history by 
state-sanctioned cultural institutions and elites to regulate cultural and social 
tensions in the present. On the other hand, heritage may also be a resource that is 
used to challenge and redefine received values and identities by a range of subaltern 
groups (Uses of Heritage 4).  

 
Where does the brumby fit within this schema? The brumby’s status as a heritage icon exists 
outside the legislative frameworks that technically define heritage in Australia, yet the 
narratives and identities it reinforces remain those of the dominant cultural hegemony. While it 
remains to be seen how the brumby, as an animal, will be integrated into the NSW Heritage Act 
(1977), it nonetheless fits within Smith’s articulation of an Authorised Heritage Discourse 
(AHD). Smith positions the AHD within the dominant Western view of heritage, which “works 
to naturalise a range of assumptions about the nature and meaning of heritage” (Uses of 
Heritage 4). It is this ‘work’ that the brumby heritage discourse serves. Drawing on its affective 
reach, the brumby has been incorporated into the heritage discourse of Australia. This in turn 
functions to bolster existing narratives of belonging and identity, particularly among settler 
Australians (see Menzies, “Heritage Icon or Environmental Pest?”). 
 
Here we see the term ‘heritage’ deployed as a catch-all, often associated with issues of personal 
identity, rather than the legislative frameworks that it technically represents. The research of 
Laurajane Smith and Gary Campbell relating to popular understandings and interpretations of 
the word ‘heritage’ between people of different (but still Western) countries reveals the close 
association between heritage and identity in the Australian imagination (Smith and Campbell, 
“The Tautology” 37). We can see these divergent understandings of heritage at play in the 
brumby debate, where a pest species has been reframed as a heritage icon. This offers an 
important insight into the affective power of the brumby, and how it can be so convincingly 
constructed as ‘heritage’ within Australia. 
 
“…Where the Wild Bush Horses Are” in the National Imagination 
The brumby carries significant conjuring power as an animal of romance and myth, and central 
to this are the feral horses of the Snowy Mountains. The significance of this population of horses 
arises from the ‘Banjo’ Paterson poem “The Man from Snowy River,” whose nineteenth century 
fictional “wild bush horses” continue to influence the national discourse on brumbies (State of 
NSW and Office of Environment and Heritage 11, 13; Menzies “Heritage Icon or 
Environmental Pest?” 208-9; Melville). While the brumby is a horse (genetically, it is not 
distinguishable from any of the domesticated horses living in paddocks or stables throughout 
Australia), in the national imagination the brumby remains distinct from the tame or companion 
horse. Nonetheless, the affective power of the horse more broadly—understood as having been 
integral to Australia’s colonisation and settlement (see Forbes; Mantle; Connor)—is frequently 
invoked by brumby advocates, and thus continues to influence regard for the feral horses 
(Menzies, “Heritage Icon or Environmental Pest?” 205-10).  
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While the popularity of the poem may initially have stemmed from the heroic figure of the Man, 
rather than the latent power of the wild horse imagery, it has come to be strongly associated 
with the concept of brumbies, and the feral horses of the Snowy Mountains region in particular. 
Immediately popular upon publication, in the ensuing years “The Man from Snowy River” has 
never been out of print (Webby 308). The ongoing engagement with the poem, and its continued 
dissemination through various media, renders us familiar with its tropes. The entire construct 
of the poem has come to be recognised as heritage through the processes that shape such 
discourses—frequent repetition and continued visibility (see Billig; Schuurman and Nyman 
289). The Man from Snowy River has become part of Australia’s cultural iconography, and the 
brumbies with which he is forever associated (though they were never referred to as such in the 
poem) are now also described as part of our heritage. 
 
Notably, while brumbies may have become particularly synonymous with the Snowy 
Mountains, a close reading of the poem reveals that the wild horses described therein are not 
from the Snowy River or the Kosciusko region at all. In the first stanza it is stated that “All the 
tried and noted riders from the stations near and far / Had mustered at the homestead overnight” 
(Paterson 4). While the Man could ostensibly be one of the riders from “near” rather than “far,” 
the fact that he and his horse appear unknown to the locals, described only as “a stripling on a 
small and weedy beast” (4) indicates he is one of the riders from further afield. The fact that the 
character, Clancy, must justify to the others why his presence might prove useful: “I think we 
ought to let him come … / I warrant he’ll be with us when he’s wanted at the end, / For both 
his horse and he are mountain bred” (5), demonstrates the Man’s unknown status. Finally, as 
Clancy continues, describing where the Man is from, it is very clear that this description is of 
somewhere else, rather than where the present action is happening:  

 
He hails from Snowy River, up by Kosciusko’s side, 
Where the hills are twice as steep and twice as rough, 
Where a horse’s hoof strikes firelight from the flint stones every stride, 
The man that holds his own is good enough. 
And the Snowy River riders on the mountains make their home, 
Where the river runs those giant hills between; 
I have seen full many horsemen since I first commenced to roam, 
But nowhere yet such horsemen have I seen. (Paterson 5) 

 
Nonetheless, the brumbies and the Snowy Mountains are continually conflated in the popular 
imagination. Madison Young, of the Hunter Valley Brumby Association, states: “…everyone 
who thinks about the Snowies thinks about these wide-open spaces, and snow and, to me, when 
I think about them, I think about the brumbies. … [W]hen I think of brumbies, I picture the 
ones from ‘The Man from Snowy River,’ the ones running across the mountains” (Young). In 
spite of the poem’s fictitious origins, and the small matter of geographical inaccuracy, the 
conjunction between brumbies and the Snowy Mountains is so powerful in the national 
imagination that it will likely prove impossible to dispel. This illustrates Morton’s contention 
that emotional accuracy need not presuppose truth (“Emotional Accuracy” 268). As Morton 
writes, “A belief can be inaccurate though true in a detailed way of the actual world” 
(“Emotional Accuracy” 272).  This is aptly illustrated in the second reading of the Kosciuszko 
Wild Horse Heritage Bill, where Member for Monaro John Barilaro stated: 

 
…nothing is more synonymous with the Australian outdoor lifestyle than the 
brumby, from “The Man from Snowy River” to the integral role that the Snowy 
Mountains bush horses played in the Australian Light Horse campaign during 
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World War I. They even featured at the opening ceremony of the Sydney 2000 
Olympics. (Barilaro) 

 
A close examination of the points raised by Barilaro reveal them to be factually inaccurate. Yet 
the “emotional truth” (Morton, “Emotional Accuracy” 265-75) of the brumby as an animal of 
significance remains. This sense of emotional truth draws on the affective regard for the 
brumby, which is itself underpinned by the widespread identification with “The Man from 
Snowy River.” This further illustrates the evocative power inherent within constructions of the 
horse, which invoke narratives that have become central to our manufactured Australian 
identity. 
 
Horse Heritage and National Identity 
It is worth noting that not all communities co-located with feral horse populations feel a strong 
attachment to brumbies. In the Kimberly Region of WA, for example, the “level of social 
concern” regarding brumby culling is relatively low (Nadge), and culling is routinely carried 
out. One significant reason for this is that, in this region, the horses present competition for the 
grazing stock of pastoralists. For example, the president of the Pilbara Cattlemen’s Association, 
David Stoate, has voiced his concerns regarding the “grazing pressure [and] their affect [sic] 
on water points” that the brumbies represent (Stoate qtd. in Stanley).  
 
Even in the Snowy Mountains region, the widespread support for brumbies is both selective, 
and recent. Leisa Caldwell clarified that it is only the Snowy Mountains brumbies that she is 
advocating for, not brumbies throughout Australia:  

 
Ultimately most of the brumbies out west and up in the Territory, they’re on private 
property, they’re not in a national park. And they’re competing with the cattle, and 
that’s another reason why the cattlemen in Victoria aren’t all that concerned about 
them, hanging onto the brumbies, because it’s competition for their cattle. 
(Caldwell, Personal Interview)  

 
Caldwell later discloses that, back when the feral horses were “competition,” their family used 
to shoot brumbies (Personal Interview). The fact that the same horses that were once shot 
because of the competition they represented for pastoralists are now having heritage status 
thrust upon them, demonstrates that the iconic place these horses hold today is a recent 
invention. For instance, an article in The Sydney Wool and Stock Journal dating from 1915 
writes accusingly that “the back-country settler, or those back-of-beyond bush dwellers, who 
have had dealings with the subjection and extermination of the wild horse are devoid of all 
sentiment in connection with the creature which they hunted down for the purpose of gain” 
(“Wild Horses” 13). Elsewhere, early pastoralists from the region are described herding 
brumbies into V-shaped corrals, where a man waited at the point of the V with a knife, slitting 
each horse’s throat as it ran past (McManus and O’Mallon). This highlights the ways that 
collective memory changes and is, in fact, “inherently revisionist” (Samuel xxiii; see also 
Wertsch, Voices 7-18; 46). Further, it reveals the underlying role of the brumby as a foil of 
identity and belonging. That the heritage significance of these horses was only valued once they 
ceased to be an economic threat speaks to the arbitrary, and anthropocentric, nature of this 
heritage.  
 
Aside from the local communities with first-hand experience of, and familial ties with, the 
brumbies, and the contested landscapes they today inhabit, support for the brumby is 
underpinned by the affective reach enjoyed by horses more broadly, and brumbies specifically. 
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Those who recognise the value of the wilderness spaces that are under threat by brumbies 
generally have direct experience or academic knowledge of such places, while the emotional 
appeal of the brumby—its affective reach—is considerably broader, and functions without 
recourse to direct experience. Here we return to the point made earlier, that affective 
experiences may be used to instigate “changes in belief, desire, thinking, and perception” 
(Morton, Emotion and Imagination 40), while doing little to trigger critical reflection (Smith 
and Campbell, “The Elephant in the Room” 445). Thus, by triggering an affective response in 
one or more individuals who are then favourably disposed toward the brumby, these individuals 
may be persuaded to act in support of the brumby (e.g. starting or signing a petition, writing to 
their local Member to support the Heritage Bill), without having thought critically about other 
aspects of the issue. This is further reinforced if that affective trigger contained appeals to 
heritage. 
 
Despite the fact that those with direct heritage links to the brumby lie in the minority, the iconic 
status of this animal means it has been subsumed into the national imagination. Pro-brumby 
narratives appear in the mainstream national media, including The Sydney Morning Herald, 
Australian Geographic, and The Australian Women’s Weekly. These contribute to the brumby’s 
presence within these contested landscapes attracting support from among the general 
population, irrespective of whether they have ever seen a brumby. 
 
I have argued elsewhere that, rather than the simple positioning of wilderness heritage against 
cultural heritage that they may superficially appear to be, the brumby debates are underpinned 
by un-acknowledged discourses of identity and power (see Menzies, “Heritage Icon or 
Environmental Pest?”; Horses for Discourses 197-242). Further, these claims of heritage have 
been invoked to serve the identity narratives of white, Anglo-European settler culture (see 
Menzies, “Heritage Icon or Environmental Pest?”; Horses for Discourses). While for one group 
of stakeholders the issue is environmental and ecological diversity, for many brumby advocates 
the matter is, at its core, about belonging. This narrative of belonging is also an affective one. 
Through harnessing the brumby narrative to familiar cultural productions—“The Man from 
Snowy River,” The Silver Brumby books—both the affective appeal of the brumby, and its 
attendant discourse of belonging, are internalised. Thus, framing the brumby as heritage 
simultaneously obscures and reveals the agendas which underpin it. This is that, for settler 
Australians, the brumby has come to function as an avatar of belonging (see Menzies, “Heritage 
Icon or Environmental Pest?”; Horses for Discourses 197-242).  
 
Recognising this, and its affective implications, holds possibilities for moving forward, not only 
in dealing with the practicalities of land management, but perhaps also on a deeper level. 
Australia’s internal relations with her first inhabitants remains fraught. The violent 
dispossession, and subsequent and ongoing systemic marginalisation, of Aboriginal people 
represents a deep and festering wound within the Australian psyche. This is in turn expressed 
through our settler colonial anxieties of belonging (see Elder; Pierce; Slater; Welberry 23-32), 
of which the brumby debates are part (Menzies, “Heritage Icon or Environmental Pest?” 210-
14; Horses for Discourses 197-242). As scholars of affect and emotion point out, affective 
practices also have categories of desire—some of these practices are valued, some are admired, 
and some are reviled (Wetherell et al. 6). Within this hierarchy of feeling, the denial of 
discourses pertaining to Aboriginal dispossession may constitute an affective practice in itself.  
 
Further to this, in highlighting the ways the horse narrative has been used as a locus for issues 
of identity and belonging in Australia, there may be an overlap between those who maintain the 
denial of Australia’s bloody past, and those who support the presence of the brumby (Welberry 
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31). That is, there may be some correspondence between the affective hierarchy adopted by 
those whose affective practice privileges the brumby, and the subsequent refusal to 
acknowledge the emotions of shame and guilt attendant upon recognising Australia’s bloody 
colonial origins. 
 
Concluding Thoughts 
The dissemination of the brumby mythology through poetry, books, film, and popular culture 
has deeply permeated the Australian imagination, creating a strong association between feral 
horses and national identity (Minard). Community recognition of the brumby as part of 
Australia’s heritage has led to it being accepted as such, culminating in the NSW Wild Horse 
Heritage Bill of 2018 being enshrined in an Act of Parliament, offering the feral horses of 
Kosciuszko National Park legislative protection. The affective appeal of the brumby, and its 
successful reframing as a heritage animal, ensures its management as an environmental pest 
will continue to be problematic until these elements are addressed.  
 
The nature of affect is such that it is difficult both to construct and deconstruct. On one hand, 
academia—particularly the social sciences and humanities, which rely on language and thought 
in the interpretation of the representational—struggles to reconcile the affective (Jones 426), 
while its very intangibility renders it problematic to destabilise. Yet its centrality to the human 
experience makes the accounting, and articulation, of the nature of affect critical. Though Tolia-
Kelly et al. contend that understanding the intangible aspects of heritage—beliefs, feelings, 
practices—offers the opportunity to deliver more inclusive heritage (3), as the deeply divisive 
brumby debates demonstrate, the reverse can also be true; affect can be harnessed to narratives 
that are fundamentally exclusionary, and therefore its deployment has equal potential to be 
divisive.  
 
Further, the influence that affect has, and the emotional investments inherent within identity-
construction, means that challenging dominant cultural narratives can be felt as personally 
painful. As Elder writes, “[f]or Australians who benefitted from the dominant stories—mostly 
Anglo-Australians—it is often experienced in terms of loss and accusation” (352-53). These 
feelings of loss and accusation can be seen in the ways that brumby advocates within the Snowy 
Mountains community have (at least in recent years) tied their cultural identity to the brumby 
(Minard), and their corresponding anger and grief at the suggestion that these animals do not 
belong within a National Park (Caldwell, “Protect the Snowies;” Personal Interview). Yet these 
conflations of affect, memory and identity have barely been acknowledged in the current 
brumby debates, and they remain an ongoing (and unaddressed) point of tension. This 
highlights the very real ramifications of failing to acknowledge or factor in the role of affect in 
constructions of heritage and identity, both at the personal level, and more broadly, at the 
community and/or national level. However, as Elder points out, it is only through highlighting 
these difficult aspects of our past that new futures can be imagined for Australia (339), and 
perhaps it is here that affect can be re-constructed and reintegrated, to facilitate a more inclusive 
heritage. 
 
A closer examination of the affective elements within the brumby debate potentially contains 
the seeds for its solution. The status quo, with science in opposition to narratives of identity, 
has reached an impasse. The Wild Horse Heritage Act (2018), while seemingly bringing the 
issue to a decisive close, has not actually solved the debate in any meaningful or sustainable 
manner. Nor does denying the investment of those who identify their heritage with the brumby 
bring any healing or closure to the issue. It is my contention that it is only through the 
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acknowledgement of these affective elements, and finding a legitimate avenue for their 
expression, that there is any possibility for compromise. 
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