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Abstract

M uch o f  debate have been raised regarding the radical 
developm ent in accounting. This developm ent 
provides a new  perspective in conducting  research 
into the realm s o f  accounting practices. As opposite 
to the m ainstream  perspective ,the  postm odern 
perspective offers to tality  o f  relations (social, 
econom ic, political, and ideology) and advances the 
accounting researchers and practitioners to react into 
rational dem ands for useful inform ation. Thus, it is 
irrationale if  accounting today is said crisis theory, yet 
a critical developm ent in accounting thought is m uch 
more rational words.

Introduction

Is it crisis or critical developm ent in accounting thought today? Much 
o f  debate have tried to answ er this question (e.g., Tom kins and G roves [1983], 
C hristenson  [1983], C hua [1986], G affikin [1991]). Yet, the answ er is still 
som ew here. The purpose o f  this paper is prim arily  to answ er the question and 
discuss a grow ing num ber o f debate that traditional know ledge claim s o f 
objectiv ity  in accounting have ham pered the m aturation o f  the d iscipline and 
isolated accounting research from the realm s o f  accounting practices, as it is 
practice by accountants today. In d iscussing  this paper, the condition o f 
accounting  theory and aspects o f  accounting theory as science will be 
described, then follow ed by crisis in accounting. A next part is critical and 
radical developm ent in accounting theory. Finally, sum m ary and conclusion 
will be given.
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The Condition o f Accounting Theory

It has been recognized that the m ajor objectives o f  accoun ting  theory 
are to provide a fram e o f  reference by w hich accounting  practice can be 
evaluated and analyzed, and to guide and direct accounting  practice  in new 
situations W illiam s and G riffin [1969], C ham bers [1970],H enderson and Budge 
[1974],and G affikin [1980, 2008]). M any accounting theories m ay be required 
to accom plish these objectives. By the use o f  both (descrip tive and norm ative 
T heories^), it should be possible to draw  the basic criteria  for accounting 
procedures. Ideally , w henever a question o f  application is raised, accountants 
should turn to theoretical criteria  for assistance in find ing  the best answ er. 
U nfortunately , theories o f  accounting are not well enough developed  to fulfill 
these objectives in all situations. M uch o f  debates have been raised to against 
the objectives o f  accounting theory. For exam ple, the first serious attem pt to 
determ ine a theory  o f  accounting w as by Patton [1920], yet very few 
accountants w ould  be aware o f  that (G affikin, 1991). C onsequently , accounting 
has been charged w ith a num ber o f  serious shortcom ings, w hich can be 
corrected only by g reater attention to sound theoretical bases.

It can be argued that developing such sound theoretical bases for 
accounting is an am bitious task  and may be an im possible one. N evertheless, 
accounting theorists and researchers continue to w ork until th is presen t day. An 
exclusive w ork that tried to develop a theoretical base w as by C ham bers 
("B lueprin t for a Theory o f  A ccounting," 1955). He attem pted  to  sketch the 
form  w hich such a theoretical base w ould take. In his article, he introduced four 
propositions as a basis form w hich to proceed. T hese p ropositions are as 
follows:

1. C ertain organized activities are carried out by 
entities w hich exist by the will or w ith the 
cooperation  o f  contributing  parties.

2. T hese entities are m anaged rationally, tha t is w ith * 
a v iew  to m eeting the dem ands o f  the contribu ting  
parties efficiently.

3. S ta t ement s  in m o ne ta r y  terms o f  the t r ansac t ions  
and  re l a t ionships  o f  the ent i ty are one  m e a n s  o f  
faci l i ta t ing rat ional  ma nagement .

2 A Crisis or Critical D evelopm ent ...
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4. The derivation o f  such statem ents is a service 
function.

Surprisingly, there was no claim or criticism  addressed to w hether a 
sufficien t basis or not. As a result (two years later), C ham bers ("D etail for a 
B lueprint," 1957) concluded these propositions are the m ost general and the 
m ost fru itfu l basis. A nother effort that also attem pted to sketch the form  of 
accounting  theory was by M attessich ("Tow ards a G eneral and A xiom atic 
Foundation  o f  A ccounting - w ith an introduction to the m atrix  form ulation of 
accounting  system," 1957). D ifferent to the w ork o f  C ham bers [1955], he 
introduced new  approaches o f  accounting theory  (M atrix  form ulations). 
Sim ilarly , both Cham bers [1955, 1957] and M attessich  [1957] still m aintained 
they  w ere being "scientific" approaches. As a result o f  both earlier writers, 
scientific  approach to accounting w as desirable to determ ine w hat accounting 
theory  w ould  seem to be the m ost suitable or appropriate in the 1960.

Aspects o f Accounting Theory as a Science

G affikin [1984] pointed out that "to be scientific, a d iscip line must 
have dem onstrated the h ighest standards o f  intellectual rigour." Has this 
sta tem ent been answered by accounting theorists, researchers, or practitioners? 
Even i f  there w as little doubt as to the scientific nature o f  accounting  in the 
early  19th century, there has been a growing num ber o f  accounting researchers 
to accept the advantages o f  em ploying a "scientific" basic for the developm ent 
o f  accounting  theory (e.g., K am  [1973], Peasnell [1978], and Stam p [1981]). 
They recognized that accounting is intended to be "scientific" activity. 
H ow ever, Peasnell [1978, p .220] especially em phasized that to be scientific, 
accounting  should be (a) in a pre-science, pre- paradigm atic stage o f 
developm ent or (b) a fully developed science. But, w hat approach have 
accounting  researchers been adopting now? Is it scientific?. Y es, most 
accounting  researchers have urged the adoption o f  ("scientific  m ethod.") Yet, 
are the m ost accounting researchers aware o f  the m eaning o f  that phrase? 
G affikin [1984, p. 13] suggested that the term scientific m ethod indicates the 
techniques em ployed by scientists in developing theories. Unless no one will 
know  w hat techniques have been used, it reflects a ‘positiv ist’ view  o f  science.

Fundam entally, the pure positivist view  assum ed that there is a "logic 
o f  science"(th is term has been replaced by a "theory o f  research"). The 
em ergence o f  the new view o f  science particularly  influences accounting 
researchers on the changing im age o f  science. W atts and Z im m erm an [1979] 
are tw o o f  the most widely discussed contributors to the positive view. They
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have attem pted  to  identify and develop a "positive accounting  theory." Its 
objective is to explain and predict accounting practice. Sim ilarly, H endriksen 
[1977] cited by G affikin [1984, p. 14] developed three levels o f  theory  based on 
the positiv ist language distinction. This new  view  o f  accounting theory 
particularly  contrasts to norm ative theory w hich prescriptive. H ow ever, 
W hittington [1987] questioned the existence o f  positiv ist m ethodology. He 
m entioned that the m ost controversial aspect o f  positive accounting  is its 
m ethodology. The m ost cogent and incisive critical analysis w as by 
C hristenson [1983]. His criticism s w ere that the m ethodology o f  positive 
accounting theory  generally  fails (1) to distinguish betw een tw o different levels 
o f  phenom ena, (2) to be based on the m isconception (derived from  19th century 
positivism ) that em pirical science is concerned solely w ith the actual, w ith 
"w hat is."

Crisis in Accounting

As d iscussed previously, it seem s that there is som e crisis o f  ideas o f 
accounting  theory  developm ent. As an evidence, the v iew  o f  accounting  as 
science has been questioned. A nd the em ergence o f  positiv ist accounting theory 
has also been refused. W ill o ther ideas be questioned and criticized? O f  course, 
the answ er is "Y ES." It has been pointed out by K uhn [1970] that the 
em ergence o f  crisis w ill occur in a science. A ccounting is no exception . The 
pattern o f  ideas and rules, w hich are w idely accepted at one tim e, will be found 
to be deficien t at the o ther tim e. Based on this statem ent, H akansson [1978] and 
Peasnell [1978] investigated the A m erican A ccounting A ssociation 's (A A A ) 
Statem ent o f  A ccounting  Theory and Theory  A cceptance (SA T T A ) based on 
the understanding  o f  the philosophy o f  science. In particular, H akansson 
underlied tw o points o f  concern [e.g., the inability o f  com m ittees to m ake 
w orthw hile contribution to research). H is concern appears to be m ore im portant 
for that and this leaves w ithout answ er. As an evidence, he com m ented

4 A Crisis or Critical Developm ent ...

... despite a high level o f  activity, the norm ative 
research o f  the last 35 years and our recently 
initiated form alization o f  em pirical research hane 
not yet led to any m ajor advances in accounting 
know ledge (H akansson, 1978, p.721).
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C oncentrating on this statem ent above, which considers the 
formulation o f  empirical research, Hakansson again questioned three 
approaches w hich have been used to conduct research in accounting for years. 
These approaches are (l)"classical’' approach which has been used both by 
normative deductivists and by chiefly positive, inductive writers, (2)decision 
usefulness approach, (3)information econom ics (single- and m ulti-individual 
case) (H akansson, 1978, p .718). Unfortunately, from these three approaches, no 
theoretical approach has yet achieved dominant acceptance within the 
accounting com m unity.

Sim ilarly, Peasnell [1978] questioned and criticized the contents o f 
SATTA. H is particular attention was paid to what the com m ittee o f AAA has to 
say on the prospects o f developing theoretical frameworks capable o f  the 
mature science o f  accounting. He was also pessimistic that a dom inant 
consensus am ong theoretical approaches could be realized.

C ritica l an d  R ad ica l D evelopm ent in A ccounting  T heory

Critical studies in accounting are frequently concerned to explicate a 
theory o f  interest in understanding accounting practice and theory. Such studies 
have been contributed by a num ber o f  accounting theorists in the form o f  
accounting theories (theories in accounting) and epistemological em piricism  
and realism (e.g., Chambers [1955, 1957], Tricker [1979], Abdel-Khalik and 
Ajinkya [1979], Christenson [1983], Tom kins and Groves [1983], Chua [1986], 
Cooper and H oppper [1987]). As m entioned in the previous part o f  this paper, 
such variety o f  developing accounting approaches, however, seems to be 
sym ptom atic conflicts o f the m ature science o f accounting. For example, W ells 
[1976] argued that accounting, presently, lacks o f  a definitive paradigm or 
disciplinary m atrix. Basically, this argum ent is based on the deficiency o f  a 
disciplinary m atrix approach which provides the basis for "normal science" 
activity. H ow ever, this brought some criticism s in conducting research in the 
1960s and 1970s, and led to the emergence o f  several "schools" o f accounting 
thought that start from different axiomatic positions. W ells [1976, p.478] 
identified such schools of thought as follows:

(1) Price-Level Adjusted (or CPP) Accounting: Jones 
[1956], Mason [1971].

(2) Replacement Cost Accounting: Edwards and Bell 
[1961], M athews [1965], Gynther [1966], Revsine 
[1973].
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(3) D eprival V alue A ccounting: B axter [1967], W right 
[1970], Stam p [1971], W hittington [1974].

(4) C O C O A : C ham bers [1966], S terling [1970],
M ckeow n [1971].

Yet, none o f  these schools has form ed the foundation  o f  a new  d iscip linary  
matrix (C hua, 1986, p .602). As a consequence, the developm ents o f  accounting  
theory are undergo ing  a revolution. R ecently , there is a grow ing num ber o f  
ideas about c lassifications o f  accounting perspectives. A s C hua [1986] pointed  
out, there are th ree  sets o f  assum ptions into accounting  perspectives. T hese are 
(1) beliefs abou t know ledge, (2) beliefs about physical and social reality , (3) 
relationship betw een  theory and practice (C hua, 1986, p .604-605). B ased on 
these sets o f  assum ptions, C hua com bined w ith th ree sets o f  different 
accounting perspectives (M ainstream , in terpretive, and critical perspectives). 
The results w ere as follows:

A C L A S S IF IC A T IO N  OF A C C O U N T IN G  P E R SPE C T IV E S A SSU M PT IO N S

MAINSTREAM INTERPRETIVE POSTMODERN

A. B ELIEFS A B O U T  K N O W LED G E

E PIST E M O L O G
ICAL

Theory is 
separate from  
observa tions 
that may be 
used to verify  
or falsify a 
theory. 
H ypothetico 
deductive 
account o f  
scientific 
explanation 
accepted.

Scientific 
explanations o f  
hum an intention 
sought. T heir 
adequacy  is 
assessed v ia the 
criteria  o f  
logical 
consistency, 
subjective 
interpretative, 
and agreem ent 
w ith actors' 
com m on-sense

C riteria  for 
ju d g in g  theories 
are tem poral and 
context-bound. 
H istorical,e thnog  
raphic research 
and case studies 
m ore com m only  
used.
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inter pretation.

M E T H O D O L O G
IC A L

Q uantitative 
m ethods o f  
data ana lysis 
and collection 
w hich allow  
generation 
favored.

E thnographic 
w ork, case 
studies, and 
participant 
observation  en 
couraged.
A ctors studies in 
their everyday 
w orld.

-

B. B E L IE FS A B O U T  PH Y SIC A L A N D  SO C IA L R EA LITY

O N T O L O G IC A L E m pirical reality 
is objective & 
external to the 
subject. Hum an 
beings are also 
characterized as 
passive objects; 
not seen as m akers 
o f  social reality.

Social reality 
is em ergent, 
su b jec tiv e ly  
created, and 
objecti fied 
through 
hum an 
interaction

H um an beings 
have inner 
po ten t ialities 
w hich  are 
alineated(preve 
nted from  full 
em ergence) 
through 
restrictive 
m echanism s. 
O bjects can 
only be 
understood 
through a study 
o f  their histo 
rical
developm ent 
and change 
w ithin the 
to tality  o f  
relation

Em pirical 
reality is 
character rized 
by objective, 
real rela tions 
w hich are 
transform ed
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8 A Crisis or C ritical D evelopm ent

and reproduced 
through 
subjective 
in terpretation .

H U M A N Single goal o f All actions H um an

IN T E N T IO N  A N D utility-m axim iza have intention,

R A T IO N A L IT Y tion assum ed for m eaning and rationality , and

individuals and attention that agency are

firm s. M eans-end are retrospect accepted , but

rationality ively th is is critically

assum ed. endow ed and 
that are 
grounded in 
social and 
histori cal 
practice.

analyzed given 
a b e lie f in false 
consci ousness 
o f  ideology.

SO C IE T A L Societies and Social order Fundam ental

O R D E R / organizations are assum ed. conflic t is

C O N FL IC T essentially  stable; C onflict endem ic to

"dysfunction nal" m ediated society.

conflict m ay be through C onflic t arises

m anaged through com m on because o f

the design o f schem es o f in justice and

appropri ate social ideology in the

accounting
control.

m eanings. social,
econom ic, and 
political 
dom ains w hich 
obscure the 
creative 
d im ention  in 
people.
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C. RELA TIO N SH IP BETW EEN THEORY AND PRACTICE

Accounting Theory seeks Theory has a
specifies means, only to explain critical impera
not ends. and to tive: the
A cceptance o f understand how identification
extant insti social order is and removal o f
tutional produced and dom ination and
structures. reproduced, ideo logical 

practices.

Source: Adapted from Chua [1986, p .6 11, p .6 15, p.622]

Based on this figure above, each accounting perspective has a different 
insight. For exam ple, the mainstream  accounting has some perspectives. Such 
perspectives are that accounting researchers believe in the model o f scientific 
theories which expresses in em pirical testability (e.g., hypothetico-deductive 
account o f scientific explanation). They also recognize that individual and 
organizational purposes are a controllable and inherent tendency to achieve 
social order. In contrast, they provide some weaknesses. First, the activities o f 
accounting researchers depend on a current institutional fram ework o f 
governm ent, m arkets, prices, and organizational forms. Second, societies and 
organizations are essentially assum ed to be stable overtim e. Finally, their 
perspectives are controversial with the philosophy o f  social science which have 
questioned realism and the em pirical testability o f theories.

In contrast, the interpretive perspective indicates that in practice, 
accounting inform ation is highlighted by the symbolic structure and may be 
attributed into diverse meanings. Accounting exists to satisfy the needs o f 
individuals and society at large. Accounting numbers are often perceived as 
being more precise and "scientific" than qualitative evidence. As a 
consequence, accounting numbers are believed to be inadequate representations 
o f  things and events as experienced by individual or organizations. To be 
adequate representations of things and events, accounting num bers should be 
transcended and manipulated from the formality o f the numbers and the 
symbolic meaning into particular intentions.

D ifferent to both perspectives above, the critical perspective requires a 
radical interpretation o f  the real world. In terms of research methods, this 
perspective tends to exclude mathematical or statistical models. They
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10 A Crisis or C ritical D evelopm ent

particularly em phasize on detailed historical exp lanations (qualita tive analysis). 
A ccording to G uess [1981, pp. 1-2] cited by A itken and G affik in  [1986, p .22], 
the critical perspective has essential features as follow s:

1) C ritical theories have special standing as gu ides for 
hum an action in that:

a) T hey are aim ed at p roducing en ligh tenm ent in 
the agents w ho hold them , i.e., a t enabling  
those agents to determ ine w hat the ir true 
in terests are;

b) T hey are inherently  em ancipatory , i.e., they  
free agents from  a kind o f  coercion w hich  is at 
least partly  self-im posed, from  self-frustra tion  
o f  conscious hum an actions.

2) C ritical theories have cognitive content, i.e., they  are 
form s o f  know ledge.

3) C ritical theories d iffer ep istem ologically  in essential 
w ays from  theories in the natural science. T heories in 
natural science are 'objectifying;' critical theories are 
'reflective.'

Based on these explanations above, particular attention  should be addressed  to 
the critical accounting  perspective. There are several new  insights behind this 
perspective w hich d iffer w ith both m ainstream  and in terpretive approaches. For 
exam ple, accounting  as a d iscourse w ith a particu lar m ode o f  calcuiative 
rationality provides inform ation to both m acro- and m icro-societal level. This 
perspective focuses the to ta lity  o f  relations (social, econom ic, political, and 
ideology).

Summary and Conclusion

As d iscussed, accounting  today turn to a new  perspective (critical 
theory) o f  accounting. The traditional or m ainstream  accoun ting  perspective 
based on defunt m ethodology is gradually  ignored by accountan ts. T his old 
perspective is becom ing  a m em ory o f  accounting revolution . T here is no and 
never crisis in accounting  thought. As Kuhn [1970, p .6] pointed out, a series o f 
tradition shattering  revolutions o f  a science occur in w hich one "tim e-honored 
scientific theory  is rejected in favour o f  another incom patible w ith it." It m eans
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that a new  insight m oves from the old ideas to the new , that is, more acceptable 
and rational. C ongruently, accounting today offers a new accounting 
perspective that research in accounting can be advanced into the realm s o f 
accounting practice, as opposite to the traditional perspective.

Footnotes:

1) D escrip tive theories attem pt to find relationships that actually  exist, w hile 
norm ative theories em ploy a value judgm ent: contained w ithin them is at least 
one prem ise saying that this is the w ay th ings _shou!d be_  (W olk, Francis, and 
T earney, 1989). ’
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