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Abstract: This paper proposes a behavioral science framework that correlates trauma-based 
dominance behaviors in humans with Rudolf Schenkel's 1947 observations of captive wolf 
hierarchies. It is not presented as a final theory but as a foundational concept intended to spark 
further investigation and discourse within the behavioral science community. Drawing from 
ethology, developmental psychology, and trauma research, the theory explores how 
individuals—particularly children and adolescents—exhibit hierarchical, control-seeking 
behavior as a subconscious survival adaptation to trauma. These behaviors mirror the artificial 
dominance patterns seen in caged wolves and persist into adulthood, often mischaracterized as 
natural leadership or "alpha" traits. The paper challenges long-standing assumptions around 
dominance and masculinity/femininity, positioning these behaviors as learned responses to 
captivity, not inherent traits. 

Introduction: Rudolf Schenkel's 1947 study of captive wolves formed the basis of the widely 
misunderstood "alpha wolf" model. Observing wolves forced into unnatural proximity, Schenkel 
documented aggressive dominance hierarchies, submission rituals, and rigid power structures. 
These behaviors, though accurate in context, were erroneously applied to wolves in the wild and, 
over time, to human social structures. Later ethologists, most notably David Mech, refuted these 
findings when studying wild packs, identifying them as family units rather than dominance-
based systems. 

Yet the legacy of Schenkel's captive wolf model persists—not only culturally, but behaviorally. 
This paper argues that certain trauma survivors, particularly children, unconsciously replicate 
captive-wolf dominance behaviors. These patterns emerge not from exposure to Schenkel's work, 
but from parallel environmental conditions: emotional confinement, inconsistent power 
structures, and chronic psychological threat. 

Core Theory: When a human is subjected to psychological captivity—such as sustained abuse, 
neglect, or unpredictability—they may develop compensatory dominance behaviors. These 
include hyper-competitiveness, resource control, suppression of peers, and performative 
confidence. Such traits are nearly indistinguishable from those exhibited by captive wolves in 
Schenkel's study. 

These behaviors often emerge in children as early as age five or six, long before any exposure to 
social theories. Common expressions include controlling peer interactions, hoarding toys, 
demanding to be first in line, and bullying. In adolescence and adulthood, these evolve into 
pseudo-alpha traits: controlling relationships, asserting hierarchy in friend groups or workplaces, 
and masking fear with aggression. 

Importantly, these behaviors are frequently rewarded. Teachers, coaches, and peers may interpret 
them as strength or leadership. As a result, the trauma-born dominance response becomes 
identity, reinforced by cultural and institutional validation. 



Clinical Implication: The purpose of this framework is not to excuse dominance-based 
behaviors or to oversimplify the complexity of trauma responses. Rather, it offers behavioral 
scientists, psychologists, therapists, and mental health professionals a tool—a new lens through 
which to interpret these behaviors not as fixed character flaws, but as conditioned survival 
strategies rooted in psychological confinement. If clinicians can better recognize the 
environmental origins of these pseudo-alpha patterns, especially in early childhood, we may be 
able to intervene more effectively. The goal is to shift the narrative from "toxic behavior" to 
trauma-informed behavior—not to soften accountability, but to improve treatment pathways and 
reduce recidivism in behavioral dysfunction. 

Why This Matters: This 

Just as importantly, this model may shift how clinicians and behavioral scientists diagnose and 
respond to high-control or hyper-dominant individuals. If seen through the lens of captivity and 
trauma, early intervention becomes more precise, compassionate, and effective. It offers an 
opportunity to reinterpret common behavioral patterns and reshape both treatment plans and 
public understanding before such behaviors calcify into pathology or cause further harm. 

Conclusion: This paper is not offered as a finalized theory, but as a starting point—a lens 
through which behavioral scientists and clinicians might explore a new dimension of trauma 
expression. Rather than Rather than viewing pseudo-dominance traits as inherent to sex or social 
roles, this model encourages analysis of the environment that shaped them. Just as Schenkel's 
wolves became aggressive alphas only under forced captivity, so too do many humans develop 
control-based behaviors in response to psychological imprisonment. To understand the alpha 
myth is to understand the cage—and to dismantle both is to begin the process of healing. Rather 
than viewing pseudo-dominance traits as inherent to sex or social roles, this model encourages 
analysis of the environment that shaped them. Just as Schenkel's wolves became aggressive 
alphas only under forced captivity, so too do many humans develop control-based behaviors in 
response to psychological imprisonment. To understand the alpha myth is to understand the 
cage—and to dismantle both is to begin the process of healing. 

 


