The Pharmacokinetics of Compulsion

Revised Essay: Sexual Leverage, Narrative Gaslighting, and the Architecture of
Modern Addiction

Abstract

This essay uses pharmacokinetic principles—the physics of how drugs accumulate in a
system when dosing occurs faster than elimination—as the organizing framework for
understanding contemporary addiction narratives and gender dynamics. In pharmacology,
half-life is not a metaphor: it is the measurable time required for a drug’s plasma
concentration to drop by 50%, and when doses arrive before the previous concentration
clears, the system moves from isolated events to structural accumulation and toxicity.

Using Edward Berger’s Ballad of a Small Player (2025) and the Spanish series Machos Alfa
as case studies, | argue that behavioral addiction—gambling, compulsive sexuality,
ideological performance—operates on identical pharmacokinetic principles. Crucially, both
texts encode a gendered division of addiction and extraction: in Ballad, men dose
themselves through financial and status gambling; in Machos Alfa, women consolidate
power by maintaining men’s sexual dependency while licensing themselves to behave
without restraint, using feminist language as moral immunity.

The central claim: Feminism in Machos Alfa functions not as critique of male dominance
but as a brand that absolves women of accountability while amplifying their sole
structural power—sexual leverage—by disguising predatory behavior as
empowerment. The show reveals that when you remove the sex from the bargaining
equation, women in this ecosystem have zero power; when you keep men desperately
dependent on sexual access, the “feminist” framing allows women to extract compliance,
emotional labor, and obedience while maintaining plausible deniability that they are
exercising power at all.

The effective half-life of sexual validation is long—weeks to months—during which a man’s
baseline expectation for intimacy and approval remains elevated. When that access is
withheld as punishment, granted as reward, or threatened with withdrawal for ideological
non-compliance, the man is in chronic pharmacokinetic deficit, unable to return to baseline
without the very resource being weaponized. This is not mutual addiction; it is predation
dressed in therapeutic language.




I. Introduction: Pharmacokinetics as Governing Physics, Not Metaphor

The Half-Life Problem: Why Understanding Doesn’t Equal Escape

In pharmacology, half-life is not a metaphor for “things that linger.” It is a precise
measurement: the time required for a drug’s plasma concentration to reduce by exactly
50%. A drug with a 12-hour half-life administered at midnight will have:

e 50% of peak concentration remaining at 12:00 PM

e 25% remaining at midnight (one full day later)

e 12.5% remaining at 12:00 PM the next day

e  Approximately 1.56% (clinically negligible) by four half-lives

The critical transition: With repeated dosing before the previous dose has cleared, the
system does not reset with each new administration. Instead, concentrations accumulate.
On day one, you reach 100% peak from the first dose. On day two, before the first dose has
cleared (still at 50%), you add a second dose, reaching 150% peak. On day three, you add a
third dose to a system still holding 75% from previous doses, reaching 175% peak.

This is the governing physics of addiction.
The implications are neurological and inescapable:

1. The system is not about individual episodes. Once dosing frequency exceeds
elimination rate, you are no longer experiencing discrete events. You are in a state of
chronic elevation.

2. Understanding the mechanism changes nothing. A person can perfectly
comprehend that they are in pharmacokinetic accumulation and still be incapable of
stopping, because the architecture has reorganized around the elevated baseline as
new normal. Baseline is withdrawal.

3. Gaps between doses feel like deficiency. When the system has been restructured
to expect dopamine at interval X, a gap of X+1 feels catastrophic, not neutral. The
addict doesn’t experience restraint as healing; they experience it as deprivation.

Behavioral Addiction and the Effective Half-Life

When you transpose this framework from pharmacology to behavior, the effective half-life
of a dopamine surge from gambling, sex, status validation, or ideological victory is not
minutes. [t is days to weeks.

A gambler who wins $100,000 at baccarat does not “get over it” by the next morning. The
neurobiological traces—the memory, the altered expectations, the sensitized reward
circuits—persist. The nucleus accumbens remains primed. The prefrontal cortex’s ability to
resist the next bet is degraded. The whole allostatic set-point (the brain’s expected baseline
for activation) has drifted upward.



If the gambler places another major bet within days, before the previous win’s neurological
impact has substantially faded, they are not making a fresh choice. They are dosing a
system that still holds residual activation from the previous episode. The concentrations
accumulate. Tolerance builds. What once generated euphoria now generates only relief
from withdrawal.

The same physics apply to:

e Sexual validation: A man who sleeps with a woman experiences a dopamine surge.
The memory, the anticipatory excitement, the altered expectations about future
sexual availability—these persist for weeks. If another sexual encounter occurs
before his baseline has resettled, the concentrations stack.

e Ideological victory: A person who successfully shames someone online, wins a
political argument, or performs virtue receives a status dopamine hit. The glow
doesn’t fade for days. The elevated sense of righteousness persists in memory. If the
next opportunity for ideological performance arrives before that activation has
cleared, accumulation occurs.

e  Moral authority: A person who maintains power over others through moral
judgment (framing herself as arbiter of correctness) receives repeated validation
doses. Each time she identifies her partner’s failure, each time she demands his
improvement, each time she withdraws approval until he complies—these are
dopamine hits for her. The effective half-life is long. Her baseline expectation for this
validation is now elevated. If he stops trying to please her in the prescribed way, she
experiences his refusal as withdrawal, not as boundary-setting.

The pharmacokinetic principle is identical across domains. The specific carrier
(money, sex, ideology, status) matters less than the accumulation curve.

Il. Ballad of a Small Player: Casino as Extraction Machine
The Ghost as Narrative Absolution

Ballad tells the story of Lord Doyle (Colin Farrell), a disgraced Irish lawyer playing as
English aristocrat, hemorrhaging embezzled money at Macau’s baccarat tables. The film
wants to be read as psychological exploration of gambling addiction, but at every juncture
where realism would demand consequences, supernatural intervention arrives with
impossible convenience.

The progression:

1. Doyle loses catastrophically

2. Dao Ming (a creditor and unlicensed lender) rescues him financially
3. They spend one night together during the Hungry Ghost Festival

4. She writes a safe combination on his hand, then vanishes



5. Hediscovers her hidden cash stash—exactly the amount needed for continued
gambling

6. Hestealsitall

7. She commits suicide that same night, becoming a literal ghost

8. Her ghost guides him to an unprecedented winning streak

9. Casino surveillance captures spectral evidence

10. He eventually burns his winnings as offering to her ghost

11. Film ends; redemption achieved

Each event individually registers as plausible. Collectively, they represent
mathematical absurdity.

More critically, the ghost mechanism performs narrative gaslighting by validating the
very magical thinking that sustains gambling addiction. Doyle believes his yellow Savile
Row gloves bring luck, his chosen casino seat matters, his rituals influence randomness.
The film presents these as cognitive distortions—the warped thinking of an addict.

Then the ghost becomes objectively real. Surveillance footage documents her. Other
characters confirm her existence. The universe actually does respond to Doyle’s
superstitions.

By literalizing the supernatural, the film destroys its own psychological project. You
cannot explore how addiction warps perception while simultaneously confirming that the
warped perception was metaphysically accurate.

Pharmacokinetic Analysis: Why He Never Stops

Here is the moment the film could have achieved genuine insight: Doyle possesses
sufficient funds to exit cleanly at multiple narrative junctures. After Dao Ming rescues
him but before he discovers her hidden money, he has enough to settle all debts and leave
Macau. After stealing her savings but before gambling them, he holds clean capital sufficient
for escape.

Yet he continues gambling.

The film gestures toward understanding this: Doyle is not gambling to solve financial
problems. He is gambling because his reward circuitry has reorganized such that gambling
is the only state his brain recognizes as approximate baseline.

But the film misses the pharmacokinetic explanation.

In gambling disorder, dopaminergic response peaks not at winning but at anticipation and
uncertainty—the drive to the casino, the moment of placing the bet, the suspension
between wager and outcome. When Doyle possesses clean money and the option to leave,
settling debts and exiting would terminate the loop entirely. His system would drop from
chronically elevated state (living inside the casino’s uncertainty machine) to ordinary
baseline (a small apartment, a job, mundane existence).



That drop feels neurologically equivalent to death. It is withdrawal. The only medication his
reorganized circuitry recognizes is more gambling.

This is why “just stop” is structurally meaningless. It is not a matter of willpower or
moral weakness. It is not cognitive error that insight can correct. His baseline expectation
for activation has drifted so far upward through repeated dosing that ordinary life registers
as unbearable deprivation.

The film shows this—then validates it by having Doyle win. Supernatural intervention
affirms that maybe, just maybe, one more bet actually can solve everything. That maybe the
magic is real. That maybe magical thinking is not cognitive distortion but accurate
metaphysical assessment.

This is the opposite of psychological realism. This is recruitment into the addiction.
The Effective Half-Life of Winning

When Doyle wins back his entire fortune through the ghost-luck streak, the film treats this
as resolution. The camera pulls back, fireworks light the sky, he burns the money as
spiritual offering. Problem solved.

Neurologically, this is gasoline on a burning system.
The win’s effective half-life will extend for weeks or months, during which:

e Hisreward threshold remains elevated

e Ordinary experience (a meal, a conversation, a sunset) registers as inadequate
e His baseline expectation for activation is reset upward

e  His capacity to experience joy in non-gambling contexts is further degraded

The burning gesture—aesthetically dramatic and spiritually symbolized—is itself a massive
dopamine hit. It provides the thrill of irreversible action, the meaning-making of sacrifice,
the grandiose sense of ultimate choice. It is the addict’s final dose before the system
crashes, not recovery from addiction.

Real recovery would look like:

e  Returning stolen money to Dao Ming’s family

e  Paying back the elderly British woman he embezzled from (she vanishes from the
narrative)

e Attending Gamblers Anonymous meetings in unglamorous church basements

e  Tolerating the unbearable withdrawal of ordinary baseline existence for months or
years

e  Never achieving the cinematic redemption the film provides

But the film refuses this path because it would require the audience to sit with the
unkempt reality of addiction: that recovery is boring, that withdrawal is intolerable,
that most people don’t make it.



Instead, Ballad offers the addict’s delusion: that one massive gesture can expiate
everything, that the universe responds to spiritual intention, that burning money is
equivalent to amending harm.

lll. Machos Alfa: Feminism as License for Female Predation
The Setup: What the Show Claims vs. What It Shows

Machos Alfa presents itself as progressive satire: four Spanish men—Pedro (CEO), Raul
(charming divorce), Santi (least masculine), Luis (identity-fluid)—attend workshops meant
to “cure” them of toxic masculinity after their partners lodge complaints. The show’s frame
is that patriarchal conditioning requires deconstruction through group therapy, feminist
consciousness-raising, and ideological reeducation.

What the show actually depicts is entirely different.

The men do not become better partners through workshops. They become more
strategically compliant. They learn the language of accountability without changing
behavior. They practice vulnerability as performance, confession as currency, and
ideological positioning as bargaining chip for sexual access and approval.

The women, meanwhile, do not achieve liberation. They weaponize feminist language to
maintain control while evading accountability for their own behavior. They demand
transformation from men while reserving the right to act without restraint. They use sex as
the ultimate leverage point while claiming to reject sexual dynamics.

This is what you see if you watch with the pharmacokinetic framework in mind: both
parties are dosing on the same system, but the women hold the supply of the most
potent carrier—sexual access—and use feminism as moral cover for predation.

The Architecture of Sexual Leverage
Consider the basic economy of power in Machos Alfa:

What do the men have? - Financial resources (Pedro is wealthy) - Status and professional
achievement - Sexual desire (wanting women) - Capacity for emotional labor (which the
show frames as growth)

What do the women have? - Sexual access (the only thing the men cannot manufacture or
substitute for) - Approval/disapproval (validated through feminist frameworks) - The right
to withdraw both simultaneously

The asymmetry: Financial resources are fungible. A man can earn more money, lose
money, acquire money differently. Status can shift through career changes, public
perception, achievement in other domains. Emotional labor can theoretically be outsourced
or redistributed.



But sexual access is binary and non-fungible. She either sleeps with him or she doesn’t.
She either desires him or she doesn’t. There is no substitute that provides the same
neurochemical hit. No amount of emotional labor from him produces guaranteed sexual
response from her. No quantity of ideological compliance ensures intimate availability.

Once you isolate this asymmetry, the show’s entire structure becomes visible as a
system of sexual coercion dressed in therapeutic language.

How Feminism Functions as Moral Immunity

In every scenario across the show’s seasons, the same pattern recurs:

1.

Woman identifies male behavior as toxic. Not through negotiation, but through
unilateral diagnosis. (“You're emotionally unavailable,” “You're threatened by my
sexuality,” “You're still patriarchal even though you're trying.”)

Man attempts to comply. He attends workshops, uses the correct language,
performs vulnerability, confesses past toxicity, promises evolution.

Woman remains dissatisfied. The goalposts shift. His vulnerability is “still
masculine,” his confession is “not deep enough,” his compliance is “performative.”

Sex becomes the meter of his transformation. His access to her body becomes
contingent on his ideological progression. It is the carrot that never arrives, the
proof of having truly changed.

Woman’s own behavior is immune to critique. If she cheats, it is “claiming her
sexuality.” If she’s cruel, it is “being honest.” If she’s withholding, it is “setting
boundaries.” If she lies, it is “protecting herself.”

Any pushback from the man is reframed as toxicity. If he objects to her behavior,
he is being controlling. If he wants consistency in the rules, he is being rigid. If he
points out double standards, he is being defensive.

Feminism supplies the moral vocabulary that allows this predation to feel like
progress.

Instead of: - “I'm withholding sex to punish you for not complying with my demands”

It becomes: - “I'm reclaiming my sexuality and refusing to perform desire | don't feel”

Instead of: - “I can do whatever [ want because the consequences fall on you if you can’t
handle it”

It becomes: - “I'm rejecting the patriarchal expectation that I manage your emotions”

Instead of: - “I get to act without restraint while you're held to impossible standards”

It becomes: - “I'm deconstructing the feminine performance that patriarchy demands of
women”



The feminist vocabulary doesn’t change the actual dynamic. It immunizes the woman
from accountability for her behavior while amplifying her leverage over the man.

The Pharmacokinetic Trap: Sex as the Unsustainable Dose
A man in this system lives in chronic pharmacokinetic deficit.

His baseline expectation (shaped by the relationship’s earlier promises of sexual intimacy,
by his neurobiological wiring, by the cultural narrative that a functioning partnership
includes sexual expression) is for regular sexual access. But that access is now contingent
and withheld.

When sex is offered, he receives a massive dopamine hit—not just from the physical
act, but from the validation that he has finally been “good enough,” that his
transformation is accepted, that he has regained access to the resource being
weaponized.

The effective half-life of this validation is long. Days or weeks, he remains in elevated
state: his partner is pleased, he is in favor, the threat of withdrawal has been temporarily
lifted. But that window closes. Inevitably, a new inadequacy is identified. New demands
emerge. Sex is withheld again.

He re-enters deficit state.

Over time, his baseline expectation adjusts downward through learned helplessness. He
expects less frequent sex. He accepts more conditions. He increases emotional labor. He
becomes hypervigilant to her moods and needs, constantly monitoring whether he is in
favor or disfavor.

His entire neurological system has reorganized around managing her approval, with
sex as the meter that tells him whether he’s succeeding.

She has pharmacokinetic power over him because she controls the supply of the substance
his system has been trained to depend on.

What Changes When You Remove Sex From the Equation
This is the thought experiment Machos Alfa never permits:
What if a man genuinely did not care whether she slept with him?

Not through stoicism or performance, but through actual neurobiological
reorganization—if he could reset his baseline to a state where her sexual availability was
not his primary behavioral target.

Then:

e  Most of her leverage evaporates. Her withholding becomes irrelevant. Her
conditions become optional.

e  The dynamic shifts from coercion to negotiation. She can no longer threaten
withdrawal of the resource he’s been conditioned to chase.



e Her behavior becomes visible as predatory rather than justified. Without the
sex-contingency, her demands appear as naked control.

e He has agency. He can choose to stay or leave based on whether the relationship
meets his needs, not based on desperate hope that compliance will eventually
restore access.

The show’s entire apparatus depends on the man remaining sexually dependent. The
workshops, the demands for transformation, the withholding, the conditional approval—all
of this only works if he remains in a state where sexual access is his primary behavioral
motivator.

This is why feminist language is so useful to the women in the show: it provides
moral justification for maintaining the dependency while denying that they're
exercising power.

They are not coercing him through sex; they are “honoring their authentic desire.” They are
not controlling him through conditional approval; they are “setting healthy boundaries.”
They are not preying on his dependency; they are “refusing to perform emotional labor”

But the result is identical: a man whose entire neurological system has been
reorganized around managing a woman'’s approval, with sex as the proof-of-concept
that his compliance is working.

The License to Behave Like Jerks

Your core insight: feminism in this ecosystem functions as a license for women to act
without restraint while maintaining moral immunity.

Because feminist language provides a vocabulary that reframes predatory behavior as
empowerment, the women in Machos Alfa can:

e Cheat and frame it as “claiming their sexuality”

e Lie and frame it as “protecting themselves”

e  Withhold and frame it as “setting boundaries”

e C(riticize constantly and frame it as “speaking truth”

e Demand endless emotional labor while refusing to acknowledge it as labor
e Change the rules unilaterally and frame it as “evolving in my understanding”

They get to behave like jerks—to be cruel, dishonest, demanding, inconsistent—while the
feminist frame absolves them of accountability.

And crucially: their only actual power to enforce compliance is sex. Without sexual
leverage, they have zero ability to make the men attend workshops, perform vulnerability,
or comply with ideological demands. They have no money to withhold. They have no
professional authority. They have no institutional power.

Sex is the only negotiable resource, and feminism provides the moral vocabulary to
weaponize it while denying that this is what’s happening.



IV. Comparative Pharmacokinetics: Two Extraction Machines

Dosing Schedules and Tolerance Curves

In Ballad: Doyle’s doses are explicit and measurable—monetary wins at baccarat. Each win
recalibrates his baseline. Each subsequent bet lands atop the neurological residue of
previous action. The effective half-life of winning is long (weeks), so repeated betting before
that activation has cleared creates accumulation. Tolerance builds. He requires larger bets
to achieve previous intensity. The house edge, operating over sufficient iterations, ensures
eventual ruin.

In Machos Alfa: The doses are sexual availability, approval, and ideological validation. For
the men, sexual access has long effective half-life (weeks to months of elevated expectation
and baseline recalibration). For the women, the dose is the man’s compliance and
emotional labor—each instance of his vulnerability, each performance of transformation,
each moment of public confession generates status and power for her. Both parties are
dosing, but they’re drawing from different delivery mechanisms.

The Role of Narrative Gaslighting

In Ballad: The film gaslights by making supernatural magical thinking objectively real. It
tells you that the addiction-sustaining delusion (magical luck, supernatural intervention) is
actually accurate metaphysically. It recruits you into the addict’s worldview while claiming
to critique it.

In Machos Alfa: The show gaslights by reframing predatory behavior as progress. It tells
you that withholding sex as control is “claiming sexuality,” that demanding impossible
transformation is “setting boundaries,” that maintaining power through leverage is
“rejecting patriarchy.” It recruits you into the woman'’s worldview—complicity with her
predation—while claiming to be progressive satire.

Why Both Systems Require Continued Failure

The casino needs: - Gamblers to keep losing - Occasional wins (just frequent enough to
sustain false hope) - Fresh capital constantly entering the system - No genuine recovery
(because recovered addicts stop visiting)

The relationship system needs: - Men to remain inadequately transformed (so demands
continue) - Occasional sexual rewards (just frequent enough to sustain hope that
compliance works) - Continuous emotional labor and compliance - No genuine
independence (because independent men leave)

Both systems are engineered to prevent the thing they claim to enable.




V. The Pharmacokinetic Endgame: Why Insight Doesn’t Change Architecture

Understanding the Mechanism Is Not Escape

You can perfectly comprehend that you are in a pharmacokinetic accumulation state and
remain incapable of stopping.

A gambler can understand: - That the house edge compounds over time - That variance
produces winning streaks that sustain false hope - That his reward system has been
reorganized such that baseline feels like withdrawal - That one more bet will not solve
anything - That the only exit is sustained abstinence

And still be unable to stop.

Because understanding operates in the prefrontal cortex (the rational, planning region).
But addiction operates in the mesolimbic dopamine system (the reward region), which
doesn’t care about rational understanding. The limbic system is older, more powerful, and
largely impervious to conscious knowledge.

A man can understand that: - His partner is withholding sex as control - The feminist
language is being used to justify predation - His emotional labor is being extracted without
reciprocity - His compliance is being demanded while her behavior is immune to critique -
The entire system is designed to keep him dependent

And still be unable to leave or reset his baseline.

Because his nervous system has been reconditioned. His dopamine receptors have been
sensitized to her approval. His baseline expectation for activation has reorganized around
managing her moods. His threat detection system has been trained to scan for signs of her
disapproval.

Leaving would require tolerating unbearable withdrawal: the absence of the
approval mechanism he’s been trained to chase, the loss of the behavioral target that
has organized his entire relational life, the confrontation with baseline inadequacy
that the relationship was designed to medicate.

The False Redemptions

Ballad offers false redemption through: - Burning money (a final dopamine hit, not
recovery) - Supernatural validation (confirming the delusion, not dismantling it) - Spiritual
transformation (narrative resolution, not neurobiological change)

Machos Alfa offers false redemption through: - Workshop attendance (performance of
change, not change) - Confessions of toxicity (leveraging vulnerability as compliance
currency, not genuine transformation) - Moments of ideological correctness (temporary
relief from criticism, not genuine evolution)

Both systems are designed to produce the appearance of resolution while the
underlying architecture remains unchanged.



VI. Conclusion: The Structure Is What Matters

What Cannot Be Fixed Through Insight

You cannot fix addiction by understanding it better. You cannot fix coercive relationships by
making the coercer more aware. You cannot fix systems engineered for extraction by
building better narratives about the extraction.

Because the architecture is what matters.

Once a dopamine system has been reorganized through repeated dosing, once a baseline
has been recalibrated upward, once tolerance has been built:

e Insightis ornamental

e  Understanding is irrelevant

e Knowledge changes nothing about the neurochemical reality

e  The system continues operating according to pharmacokinetic laws

The Only Exit

The only exit from pharmacokinetic accumulation is sustained absence of the dose.
Not moderation. Not controlled use. Not “one more time.” Not redemptive gesture.
Absence.

For the gambler: weeks to months of abstinence before the dopamine system even begins to
recalibrate. Years before baseline returns anywhere near normal.

For the man in the coercive relationship: complete cessation of seeking the woman’s
approval, complete emotional disengagement from her conditional regard, complete
reorganization of his behavioral targets away from managing her moods and securing her
sexual access.

Both require: - Tolerating unbearable withdrawal - Living through the period where
ordinary experience feels meaningless - Watching the people around you continue dosing
(other gamblers in casinos, other men performing for women) - Accepting that most people
won’t make it - Building new baseline experiences that eventually, slowly, recalibrate
reward sensitivity

Neither Ballad nor Machos Alfa permits this vision of recovery.

Instead, both offer the comforting lie: that insight is transformation, that narrative
resolution mirrors neurobiological change, that burning money or attending workshops or
confessing toxicity actually rewires the system.

It doesn'’t.

The architecture persists. The doses continue. The extraction continues.



And we watch, and we understand, and we remain structurally unable to stop watching,
unable to stop participating, unable to stop dosing ourselves on these narratives that
promise understanding while delivering recruitment into the same loops they claim to
examine.
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Author’s Note: This essay reframes addiction not as psychological pathology amenable to
insight, but as a pharmacokinetic state governed by the physics of how reward systems
respond to accumulated doses. The effective half-life of addiction—the persistence of
neurobiological activation long after the triggering event—explains why understanding
mechanisms of coercion does not enable escape from them. Both Ballad of a Small Player
and Machos Alfa demonstrate systems engineered to produce the appearance of
transformation while maintaining the underlying architecture. In Ballad, supernatural
narrative validation keeps the gambler dosing. In Machos Alfa, feminist language keeps the
man compliant and the woman'’s leverage intact. Neither offers genuine recovery because
genuine recovery would require their narratives to fail.
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