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Ultra-Realism is one of the most exciting and innovative theoretical frameworks to have emerged from criminology in a long time. But its roots in continental philosophy and theoretical psychoanalysis are relatively unfamiliar to the discipline and quite different from its usual intellectual wellsprings. Consequently, ultra-realism has acquired a somewhat unfair reputation for being dense, inaccessible and intimidating to newcomers. Making Sense of Ultra-Realism corrects this in one fell swoop. A mash-up of high theory and popular culture, Kotzé and Lloyd offer the uninitiated a highly accessible guide to ultra-realism, making foreign concepts and terminology familiar by quilting them through movies and television shows such as the Avengers films, Fight Club and Game of Thrones among others. Fun, thought-provoking and intellectually accomplished, it will be useful for established academics and undergraduate students alike. Quite simply, it is the book that ultra-realism needs.

–Dr Thomas Raymen, Associate Professor of Criminology, Northumbria University, UK


This book is a straightforward and accessible introduction to ultra-realism. This body of theory represents by far the most significant shift in criminological sense-making in recent years. It propels criminology into the twenty-first century, bringing with it a set of new, innovative conceptual frameworks and analytical tools. This text helps students of criminology – both within and outside of formal education – get to grips with ultra-realism. It uses relatable, contemporary examples that will resonate with them, and as such, facilitate their understanding. Theory can often be intimidating, abstract and impenetrable, but this book breaks through all of those barriers. Engaging and approachable texts like this help students see the real-world applications of theory. It shows them how they can use ultra-realism in their studies and beyond to make sense of the late modern world we find ourselves in, and begin to tackle the harms that emerge within it.

–Professor Elizabeth Yardley, Professor of Criminology, Birmingham City University, UK


An enjoyable book that will be very useful for academics and students interested in exploring ultra-realism. The use of examples from popular culture work effectively to engage the audience and explain complex ideas. Ultra-realism is a theoretical framework with significant scope for development across criminology and the social sciences, and this book provides the opportunity for readers to appreciate its capacity and, I hope, take it in to realms of thinking where it has not previously been used.

–Professor Zoë James, Professor of Criminology, University of Plymouth, UK
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Foreword


Ultra-realism was really born of frustration. For us, much of criminology is polluted by out-of-date ideas and the sort of dour abstracted empiricism that fills databases with little more than quantified confirmation bias. What should be a field of dynamism, creativity and revealing intellectual discovery is beset by a range of tranquilising conventions that actively prevent the discipline moving forward to better represent the complex realities that today surround the abstract concepts of crime, harm and victimisation. Strapped firmly to the unchallengeable domain assumptions forced by various cultural activists to the forefront of the discipline, ultra-realists decided that the criminological agenda looks badly misaligned with popular social and political concerns.

Our project began quite simply as an attempt to represent more accurately the world in which people experience crime and harm and in which politicians and social administrators react. The early ultra-realists felt weighed down by the discipline's tendency to focus almost exclusively on social reaction rather than the contexts that underpinned crime and harm. These contexts needed to be revisited because political, economic, cultural and social life had changed quite substantially since the times in which the discipline's most influential texts had been written. Early ultra-realists knew that the suggestion to revisit what had become sacred ground might upset vested interests within the discipline, but they were unprepared for the hostility of the reaction that ensued. We were resilient enough to field the criticism, but we were very worried about leading students into the sort of censorious reaction that could damage their careers. But, of course, that decision is not ours to make, and the authors of this book number amongst a growing body of researchers who without fear decided to be faithful to their own curiosity. The discipline still refuses to celebrate them in the way it did its rather mediocre figures of the past, but that, thankfully, is not their main concern.

While the ultra-realist literature can often appear quite abstract, in the vast majority of cases the work of ultra-realist researchers is rooted in face-to-face investigative work with criminals, ‘deviants’ and victims. Actually meeting and getting to know active criminals tends to display just how idealistic and unworldly so much criminological theory really is. Despite what critical criminologists have often claimed, many criminals believe their crimes have absolutely no political resonance. When violent offenders, drug dealers, thieves and fraudsters commit crimes, they are really not trying to fight back against the unfairness of capitalism. The true realities that make up the probabilistic contexts in which crime and harm are played out are far more complex.

We had no particularly grand ambitions when we set out on our project. We simply wanted to carry out our research on real-world crime problems, publish it in books and journals, and generally add to the canon of criminological scholarship. On occasion we were mildly acerbic when discussing the empirical and theoretical work of some of our disciplinary colleagues, but at no stage did we over-step the mark or go beyond disciplinary conventions. However, as time passed it became clear that some notable figures within the discipline were keen to censor and misrepresent our work. We were simply not interested in reproducing the discipline's dominant orthodoxies. We wanted to revisit reality and at the same time use new ideas from intellectual fields usually ignored by criminologists. We even had the temerity to introduce a handful of new analytical concepts. We developed a reputation as outsiders.

In truth, this probably has something to do with our shared class background, which clashed with academic criminology's tendency to reflect the concerns – and indeed the underlying fears – of middle-class left-liberals who dominate the discipline. Our outsider status created a range of problems for us, but we also managed to make contacts with others who were equally keen to poke their heads outside the main door of liberalism's criminological cathedral in order to accurately represent the real world.

Perhaps the most gratifying part of our long careers has been to work closely with many talented, open-minded and intellectually ambitious colleagues who, like us, have been willing to defy convention and follow the intellectual track wherever it takes them. Two of those colleagues are the authors of this book, and many others are mentioned within it. Some of these colleagues were once our students, and it has given us a huge amount of pleasure to watch them develop into world-leading criminologists. We still read their work carefully, and the sheer intellectual breadth and depth of their various studies and analyses gives us a vague sense that, even though criminology continues to display manifold problems, there are sections of the discipline that continue to forge ahead to illuminate contemporary crime problems.

For us, Kotzé’s and Lloyd's Making Sense of Ultra-Realism will act as the definitive introduction to ultra-realism for some time to come. Kotzé and Lloyd have both contributed enormously to the development of ultra-realism, and they know the field inside out. The book itself, as you're about to discover, is both accessible and a pleasure to read. The authors utilise a range of movies and TV series to show how a number of ultra-realism's core ideas can shed light on various features of everyday life.

In our long academic careers numerous open-minded students from all sorts of backgrounds have told us quite clearly that when it comes to understanding crime and harm, ultra-realism makes far more sense than other schools of criminological thought. There's no doubt that this book is an invaluable introductory text for students at all levels, but the fact of the matter is that ultra-realism is for everybody. We have no desire to maintain control over its development. We welcome the involvement of anyone who cares about accurately representing forms of crime and harm in their relevant contexts.

As Kotzé and Lloyd show, there's no need to be intimated by the various abstractions of ultra-realism. With a little work and some imagination, anyone can grasp its core concepts and put them to work explaining various features of the world we live in. We welcome you to the book, and we thank the authors for taking the time to write such an accessible and engaging introduction to the ultra-realist perspective.

Simon Winlow, Professor of Criminology, Northumbria University, UK

Steve Hall, Emeritus Professor of Criminology

February 2022
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Study-box 4

Student Insight:
Meet Ciaran, a 25-year-old postgraduate student.

To put it simply, fetishistic disavowal is when you know that something is happening, but
you actively choose to ignore it. A relatable way in which we may do this on a daily basis
is, for example, seeing that your bedroom is a mess, but choosing to simply ignore the
mess as if it does not exist all around you. Obviously, this is not the intended way of
viewing this theory, however, take that mess in your room no matter how big or small it
may be, and apply it to the social realm. The “mess” becomes homelessness, subjective
and objective violence, class divide, job losses, all the things we encounter in our daily
lives that we simply choose to ignore, yet we are acutely aware that they exist around us.
Ultimately, this form of disavowal prevails throughout many aspects of life, and it is
worth reflecting upon what we choose to ignore as individuals and as a wider collective.

Key Takeaway: Consider the classic movie They Live, put on your sunglasses and see
what you have been ignoring all around you.

Study Questions:

® What is the ‘reversal of ideology’ and how does it relate to fetishistic disavowal?

® How do Kotzé’s ‘degrees of assimilation” work?

e Can you think of other characters in Game of Thrones who represent the
unassimilated, partially assimilated and fully assimilated?

Key Reading: Kotzé, J. (2019) The Myth of the ‘Crime Decline’: Exploring Change and
Continuity in Crime and Harm. London: Routledge. Chapter 6.
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Study-box 5

Student Insight:

Meet Robyn, a 22-year-old undergraduate student.

Enlightened Catastrophism. Trust me it is not as scary as it sounds — however it might be a
little depressing to learn. Despite this, I believe it to be a very insightful topic in relation
to contemporary society. As a society we can’t just sit around and fetishistically disavow
the problems we are facing, expecting governments to one day finally see sense and make
everything right. When reading about enlightened catastrophism I sometimes found the
language very confusing. This made the reading hard to follow at first and the content
became very overwhelming. To help with this I created a little glossary, this meant I
didn’t have to keep researching words because I forgot what they meant. It was always
attached to my notes, always accessible and written in my own style making it easy to
understand. If you need further explanation, do not be afraid to ask. This can be hard stuff;
it may need to be explained more than once for it to sink in — this was the case for me.

Key Takeaway: Don’t be afraid to ask ‘silly’ questions — they won’t be silly, someone else
will be thinking the same as you.

Study Questions:

e Why do we not take the threat of catastrophe seriously?

e Can you think of 3 examples of pseudo-activity and explain how they actively
prevent real change?

e Why is it important to confront a zero point of hopelessness?

Key Reading: Winlow, S. (2017) ‘The Uses of Catastrophism’. In Atkinson, R.,
McKenzie, L. and Winlow, S. (eds) Building Better Societies: Promoting Social Justice in
a World Falling Apart, pp. 179-192. Bristol: Policy Press.
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Study-box 1

Student Insight:
Meet Maria, a 46-year-old undergraduate student.

For me, they saved the best till last. Ultra-realism seems scary and technical at first, but
don’t be afraid to ask questions. As far as the terminology goes, it wasn’t so scary once
you realise it's all real life and all of us are aware of our surroundings once you take
notice. What I would say to anyone is, do the reading. I would say this part of the course
has been the best for me. As an older person studying this subject, it has been the theory to
a life and world I have been living and experiencing for quite some time now. Ultra-
realism has helped me to understand the Covid-19 pandemic in lots of respects,
politically, financially, culturally, and most of all it has brought to life the real-time
experience of the hidden structures and motivations that surround us.

Key Takeaway: My main tip is listen, ask questions and when you look at society, really
look. Don’t just glance as all is not what it seems, what you will learn applies to most of it.

Study Questions:

® In what ways did feminism and left realism influence ultra-realism?

e Can you explain how absences can have probabilistic causal tendencies?

e How does transcendental materialism’s interpretation of subjectivity differ from
that of critical realism?

Key Reading: Hall, S. and Winlow, S. (2018) ‘Ultra-Realism’. In DeKeseredy, W.S. and
Dragiewicz, M. (eds) Routledge Handbook of Critical Criminology, 2nd Edition, pp. 43-
56. London: Routledge.
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Study-box 7

Student Insight:

Meet Josh, a 29-year-old postgraduate student.

The best way to be able to demonstrate one's understanding of complex concepts is to
apply them to real world scenarios. Explanations of the relationship between violence and
trauma are a great opportunity to begin to try and make these links. Whilst it is important
not to use analysis to try and pathologize individuals or be overly deterministic, by using
the ultra-realist theory of violence it is possible to analyse the backgrounds of notorious
real life or fictional violent offenders. This both demonstrates the utility of the theory as
well as furthers one's own understanding. Remember, however, that these explanations do
not excuse violent behaviour. Instead, they seek to understand the psyche of violent
offenders and how this has developed. When attempting to explain crime and criminality,
ultra-realism reminds us that the situation is more complex than solely cultural,
psychological or biological factors and a more nuanced approach is needed.

Key Takeaway: Always try and further your understanding by attempting to apply theory
and theoretical models to real world scenarios.

Study Questions:

e Can you think of some examples where a propensity for violence can have
legitimate instrumental utility?

e Why do Ray and Bunchy respond differently to childhood trauma?

e To what extent can the ultra-realist theory of violence be applied to women?

Key Reading: Ellis, A., Winlow, S. and Hall, S. (2017) ‘‘Throughout My Life I’ve Had
People Walk All Over Me’: Trauma in the Lives of Violent Men’, The Sociological
Review, 65 (4), pp. 699-713.






OPS/images/f07-01.jpg
Study-box 6

Student Insight:

Meet Lauren, a 22-year-old undergraduate student.

Ultra-realism is definitely a difficult topic to get stuck into, but I found ways to make it
easier. One was to apply the topic to real-life events that were personal to me, something I
could relate to. For example, with desire and lack, it was very easy to understand just by
looking at my own feelings around getting something new, like a phone or laptop. It was
something I worked hard for and really wanted, but as soon as I had it, the shiny new
thing became part of life and I moved on. It wasn’t exciting anymore. This is how lack
and desire fuel capitalism; we are always after the next thing. More generally, I cannot
emphasise enough how important it is to read. There is so much out there on the topic to
help you along. Make notes, ask questions, read more. Ultra-realism is a really interesting
topic, and one that has even made me look at my own behaviours with regards to lack,
desire and consumption, and how I engage with capitalism through its manufactured
‘micro-revolutions’. It is a thought-provoking subject for sure and although ultra-realism
can be quite intimidating to approach, do not let that put you off.

Key Takeaway: Read plenty and don’t be afraid to ask questions.

Study Questions:

e How does lack and desire explain our attachment to consumer culture?

® How does the deviant leisure perspective change our view of deviance and
conformity?

e Can you think of other examples where lack and desire is visible in a film or TV
series?

Key Reading: Raymen, T. and Smith, O. (2019) ‘Deviant Leisure: A Critical
Criminological Perspective for the Twenty-first Century’, Critical Criminology, 27 (1),
pp. 115-130.
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Study-box 2

Student Insight:
Meet Nicola, a 38-year-old undergraduate student.

Try not to worry if you do not grasp the content straightaway, it is to be expected, it is
complex. Preparation and further reading are a must to help understand this subject.
Personally, for me it took quite some time. However, I found reading around the subject
before attending lectures really helped. For instance, when learning about transcendental
materialism I found it a little overwhelming, but by reading around the subject before the
lecture, even if I didn’t understand much, I could slot certain bits into place by the time
the lecture had finished. Also, by reading and planning beforehand I was able to prepare
questions I would like to ask. Reading and preparing questions meant I could obtain as
much as possible from the lecture. Once the various components come together, they can
be related to many aspects of things that occur within society.

Key Takeaway: Try not to get frustrated. An understanding will happen, almost like the
flick of a switch.

Study Questions:

® Try to explain why the subjectivisation process is not one-directional.

® What is deaptation and how can it be harmful or even criminogenic?

® What role does the process of reversion play in the production of harmful
subjectivities?

Key Reading: Wakeman, S. (2018) ‘The One Who Knocks and the One Who Waits:
Gendered Violence in Breaking Bad’, Crime, Media, Culture, 14 (2), pp. 213-228.
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Study-box 3

Student Insight:
Meet Jack, a 20-year-old undergraduate student.

There are a few tips I would give anyone coming to this subject for the first time. Read as
much as you can! A reading schedule can be useful, helping to organise and allocate your
reading accordingly. Engage with the material and quiz yourself. It is one thing to read
something, but to remember and understand a concept is a different conundrum. I found
the best way to understand a concept was to test myself. Take your time, this isn’t a topic
you can breeze over. Once it clicks though, you can begin applying it. I recently applied
the pseudo-pacification process to some popular culture, specifically The Wolf of Wall
Street, for an essay. Through this application I was able to elucidate how Jordan Belfort
was hyper-conforming to neoliberalism’s overstimulated core of aggressive individualism,
self-interest and egoism. In short, he exercised extreme forms of special liberty,
prospering as he acted out his overstimulated drives and desires.

Key Takeaway: Don’t be intimidated by the complex terminology. Think of ultra-realism
like a jigsaw, each core ingredient of ultra-realism plays a significant part in its end
theoretical formation.

Study Questions:

e  What are the two ‘poles’ of the pseudo-pacification process, and how do they
work to energise the market economy?

® Can you think of some examples where Indiana Jones uses ‘special liberty’?

e Why is the pseudo-pacification process prone to breakdown?

Key Reading: Hall, S. (2015) ‘What is Criminology About? The Study of Harm, Special
Liberty and Pseudo-Pacification in Late-Capitalism’s Libidinal Economy’. In Crewe, D.
and Lippens, R. (eds) What is Criminology About? Philosophical Reflections, pp. 122-
140. London: Routledge.
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Study-box 8

Student Insight:

Meet Paul, a 34-year-old undergraduate student.

I would say that my introduction to ultra-realism was a pretty eye-opening experience. It
helped fill in the gaps that a lot of earlier theory failed to. I began using it as a framework
to try and understand a variety of criminological and sociological phenomena. For
example, I applied key elements to an analysis of the Grenfell Tower fire which I wrote
for my Dissertation. The idea that absence can have an equally causative effect as
something that is present proved useful when looking at how austerity and deregulation
under neoliberalism created the conditions in which such a tragedy could occur. Ideas
around positive and negative motivations to harm were also used in my analysis to outline
the effect that certain decisions and individual motivations had on the fire taking place.

Key Takeaway: Read, read, read and then read again! For me that was definitely the key to
gaining a better understanding of some pretty complex theory. It will take time, but its
seriously worth it!

Study Questions:

® Pick either a film or a contemporary social issue and try to apply aspects of ultra-
realism to an analysis of it.

e In what ways can ultra-realism be thought of as an indirect expression framework?

e  Why should we try to account for both the negative and positive motivation to
harm?

Key Reading: James, Z. and McBride, K. (2022) ‘Critical Hate Studies: A New
Perspective’, International Review of Victimology, 28 (1), pp. 92-108.
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