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Introduction

World War 1 was the first modern war in the history of mankind. It was the first 

use of planes, tanks, chemical biological weapons, and many other modern 

implementations of war. But even with all this, the wide use of animals 

continued. One often overlooked aspect of the presence of these animals is the 

mental impact they made on the soldiers that they shared the battlefield with. The 

horrors of trench warfare are very well documented experiences by the soldiers 

who had to endure them and were not bound by that soldier’s allegiance to one 

side or the other. Ten million people died in World War I, these soldiers were 

watching their childhood friends die in front of their eyes while living in 

horrendous conditions. Modern day studies have revealed the mental and 

physical benefits of service dogs on the lives of physically and mentally disabled 

people. A qualitative study by Mary Michelle Camp on five different people with 

various physical disabilities found that service dogs greatly improved their 

quality of life, and the dogs gave the people the ability to “feel like an able-

bodied person” as well as feelings of independence (Camp, 2001). Obviously, the 

situation is a little different between these people and the soldiers in World War I, 

but the therapeutic effect animals have on people, especially on ones in distress, 

can not be overstated. These animals had a profound effect on the soldiers at the 

time and on the world around them, and it is important to explore the effect they 

had on the people they interacted with and the mark they left on history that is 

still felt today.

Methods

For this comprehensive literature review, I searched the databases from JSTOR, 

Google Scholar, ProQuest Central and Elsevier. I looked through these databases 

for articles pertaining to stories of animals in World War I, the effect animals 

have on the mental health of soldiers and people suffering through traumatic 

experiences, and the social perception of animals at the time period. While 

searching, I used the key words “mascot, battalion mascot, post traumatic stress 

disorder, World War 1, soldier, mental health/well-being, shell shock, dog, 

morale, social perception, therapeutic effects, trench warfare.” During this 

search, 151,065 articles matched the keywords, but out of these, 15 articles were 

chosen for use in this review.

Public Perception of Animals Before and After the War

• Newspapers from 1916-1918 tended to speak of animals in a utilitarian 

manner, showing up in 65.9% of newspapers at the time.

• In the years leading up to World War 2, the attitude of utilitarianism towards 

animals remained the most prominent public attitude towards animals in 

American newspapers, showing in 47.8% of newspapers from 1930-1938 and 

oddly remained in that range throughout World War 2, dropping from 49.8% 

from 1940-1944 down to 46.8% from 1946-1958 and continually dropping 

from there down to 38.9% from 1970-1976, by which point humanistic and 

neutralistic attitudes became more common in the literature (Kellert, 1985).

The events of World War 1 took a tremendous toll on the 

people and animals involved. Historical accounts show 

how much of a positive effect animals had on soldiers 

both mentally and physically, as well as how important 

they were to their handlers. Yet despite this, there is no 

conclusive evidence that these animals changed public 

perception on animal welfare, although it can be strongly 

inferred they influenced later animal rights advancements.

Kellert, S. R. (1985). Percent and Relative Rank of Basic Attitudes Toward Animals by 

Historical Period in All Newspaper Articles Examined, 1900–1976 [Table]. JSTOR.

Psychological Effect of the War and the Animals on the Soldiers

• World War 1 saw advancements in many fields, including psychiatry. This war 

saw the term “shell shock” being used as an official term for the first time. The 

prevalence of this ailment led to the use of many treatments to help counter it. 

Although animals are never officially mentioned, there is plenty of anecdotal as 

well as photographic evidence of animals being used in therapeutic roles at the 

time.

• Platoon mascots had a massive psychological role in the lives of soldiers, and 

many were shown the same respect as that of a human soldier (i.e., 

promotions), hinting at the importance that was placed on the presence of these 

animals. 

The War

• World War 1 saw the combination of outdated tactics with modern technology, 

which led to attacks that looked more like slaughters, and defenses that became 

stalemates.

• Soldiers dealt with monotonous daily schedules combined with a constant fear 

of death. Along with this, it was a common occurrence for a soldier to watch a 

childhood friend die tragically due to “Pals Battalions.”

• No Man’s Land became a place of horror for the men on either side and became 

a massive indicator of the decline of mental health for the men on the frontline. 
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