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Abstract

There are two interrelated themes running through the publications chosen for this
PhD. The first is concerned with the probably unanswerable question - why do
we do what we do? The second closely related theme 1s concerned with the wider

economic and social impact of accounting on people’s lives. It is perhaps self-

evident that accounting in its broadest sense impacts upon our everyday lives in
the economic arena. But the connection between the two themes begins in the

more personal arena. How does accounting impact upon our subjectivities?

The theoretical position taken in the PhD with respect to the constitution of

subjectivity is a semiotic one in which language is seen as the key to both of the

themes outlined above. Language is the means through which we socially

construct our realities. Moreover, we are constituted through language. In other

words, as we come to acquire language, we also acquire an understanding of

ourselves and of our culture.

The view of social construction taken in each of the papers could be described as
a neo-Marxist one in two main senses. Each paper takes the position that meaning
is contested and that dominant classes seck to impose their own meanings. The
basis of language is also seen as “material”. Thus language is seen as grounded

in a material and economic basis rather than a more postmodern slipping signifier

quicksand. While my work pays readily draws upon contemporary philosophers’
views about language, I have never accepted that there is an “end to ideology”.
Thus the theorists from which I draw including Marx, Gramsci, Cixous,

Volosinov, Eagleton, Derrida, and Hall, while working from different traditions

would never describe language as necutral.
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Introduction

There are two interrelated themes running through the publications chosen for this
PhD. The first is concerned with the probably unanswerable question - why do
we do what we do? Interms of accounting this would lead us to ask the following
types of question. How can we deem pollution to be a “costless” externality?
How can we treat people (labour) in exactly the same way as we treat
commodities? Why do some trade unions deem accounting information to be
invincible in the sense that they accept, for example, “low” profits as a rationale
for job losses? How can we deem people to be “rational utility maximisers when
there is so much evidence to the contrary? These types of questions surround
accountings’ relatedness to the constitution of subjectivity, the constitution of our
“common sense”, naturalised understandings of the world and our position within
society. The second closely related theme is concerned with the wider economic
and social impact of accounting on people’s lives. Itis perhaps seif-evident that
accounting in its broadest sense impacts upon our everyday lives in the economic
arena. Accounting’s economic impact on our lives is increasing. In the UK
accounting dominates decisions about NHS waiting lists, school closures, and our
working lives. Inthe international arena, the accounting profession is making vast

amounts of money through their consulting roles in many “developing” capitalist

countries.

The connection between the two themes above begins in the more personal arena.
Does accounting impact upon our subjectivities? Subjectivity refers to the
conscious and unconscious thoughts and emotions of the individual, our sense of
selt and ways of understanding our positions in the world. It is possible that on
learning accounting language, we also acquire a slightly altered subjectivity. In

a sense, accounting could have an unconscious effectivity. This altered

subjectivity naturalises some of the more “immoral” aspects of accounting.
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Employers can sleep easily at night knowing that they are best serving the needs

of society by maximising profits and not worrying about (say) redundancies,

pollution, industrial injury or cripplingly boring work.

Language is the key to both of the themes outlined above. Language is the means
through which we socially construct our realities. Moreover, we are constituted
through language. In other words, as we come to acquire language, we also
acquire an understanding of ourselves and of our culture. So, for example, when
a Scottish child learns the word (signifier) “cat”, she learns that “cat” represents
a small four-legged mammal. She will also learn that cats are cute, that they are

slightly dirty, and that they are different from sheep because we don’t eat them.
But when she learns that she is a “girl” she will also learn what she is. In other

words she will internalize concepts that are already in the world.

The papers in this PhD do not take a “Berger and Luckmann” or Schultz
pluralistic view of social construction. The view of social construction taken in
cach of the papers is a broadly Marxist one in the sense that meaning is contested
and that dominant classes seek to impose their own meanings. If this is beginning
to sound more like ideology - it is. For while my work pays much attention to

contemporary philosophers’ views about language, I have never accepted that
there is an “end to ideology”. Thus the theorists from which I draw including
Marx, Gramsci, Cixous, Volosinov, Eagleton, Derrida, and Hall, while working

from different traditions would never describe language as being neutral. My first

paper is a theoretical one. Itis strongly intfluenced by the work of Héléne Cixous.

The Non and Nom of Accounting for (M)other Nature links the two themes

outlined above. It is concerned with accounting’s material impact upon our lives,
dealing specifically with the two seemingly disconnected themes outlined above -

the social impact of accounting (through accounting for the environment) and the
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constitution of subjectivity. The theoretical perspective taken in this paper is
developed from what might broadly be described as “Radical French Feminism”.
In particular the paper draws extensively on the work of Helene Cixous. Cixous’
work is grounded in the belief that we are constituted through language, as
outlined above. But rather than seeing language as a kind of “straight-jacket”, she
tries to find ways of disrupting language through using poetry and word play. In

this way she hopes to present us with new ways of seeing.

Cixous views language as Phallogocentric. Phallogocentric is a combination of
phallus (to denote languages’ patriarchal nature) and logocentric. Logocentrism
is the tradition of Western metaphysics which presupposes that the meaning of
concepts is fixed prior to their articulation in language. Or, in other words, that
there is a reality external to language which can be described and represented.

There is a natural, lawful reality which is universal and transhistorical.

Cixous also views language as a type of “binary opposition” system. This binary
opposition system is founded on a mistaken assumption that Being is determined
by a person’s actual presence. Being (or presence), is contrasted with absence,
and all categories of thought are divided into either/or binary metaphysical
oppositions. This has the effect of allowing the first term to be valued above the
second. Cixous’ extension of this is to argue that language is not only logocentric
but Phallogocentric, seeking to fix meaning on the primary opposition of
male/female. Again the first (masculine) term is valued above the second
(feminine) term. A masculine term like oneness (or sameness) would be valued
over a feminine term like multiplicity (or difference). Helene Cixous attempts to
turn over our traditional logocentric hierarchies and revalue the so-called
undervalued feminine terms in our language. In a practical and political sense,
this aspect of Radical French Feminism has contributed significantly to the 1990's

progressive world view in that it is now well accepted that we need to value

difference. We cannot all be the same.
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The feminine is used to connote a radical potential in the paper rather than
traditional view of the feminine. Moreover, the feminine is not seen as superior

to the masculine. It is as valuable and different.

The paper attempts to demonstrate how Phallogocentric accounting language
appears “natural”. The Phallogocentric “double braid” is powerful in accounting.
In fact, accounting is full of binary opposites - debit/credit; profit/loss;
revenue/expense; principal/agent; positive/normative; mainstream/critical and so
on. The first term could be described as the masculine and the second the
feminine. It may, to those schooled in traditional Western orthodoxy, seem as if
the above is rather far fetched. But the point of critical theory 1s to enable people
to question things which their traditional “language spectacles” would deny them
the ability to see. Also, if we are taught to speak a Phallogocentric language from
birth then a craft like accounting which uses the same “grammatical language
system” will seem fair, normal and natural. But what is more important, language

has an unconscious effectivity in terms of our subjectivity.

As we acquire language, we also acquire our own sense of ourselves (or own
subjectivities). In this sense the paper adopts a Saussurian perspective in that it
sees language as central to the constitution of subjectivity. We cannot have access
to the world except through language. What does this mean if we acquire a
Phallogocentric language? Traditional mainstream accounting research takes the
ontological position that people are self-present unified rational decision makers.
The view of people taken in this paper is the exact opposite of this. Given the
centrality of agency theory to mainstream accounting and finance research, this 1s
an important insight into the problems with traditional accounting research. The
understandings drawn from Freudian and Lacanian psychoanalysis are that people
are, 1nsecure, anxious, desiring, contradictory, socially constructed subjects
whose prime desire 18 for security through recognition. Insimple terms, this partly

comes about through the fact that we are constituted through language. WE
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cannot decide rationally and independently what is “good” and what isn’t because

on acquiring language we accept a Symbolic Order which is already in place. In

this sense we have no control. We are not at the centre of the world.

Lacan’s anxious “decentred” human subject with its empty core, imprinted by the
world through language, is far from the notion of true seif-identity and the
autonomous human subject always at the heart of human thought. If the loss of
selfhood and control is the ultimate fear, then the confirmation of seithood and
control is the ultimate desire. Accounting, as part of the pre-existing symbolic
order is intricately linked to the human subjects’ desire to control. Lacan believes
that this desire is ultimately destructive, akin to the Freudian death drive. Thus,
accounting too can be seen as ultimately destructive. In particular, the drive for

profits has had a devastating impact on the environment and on humanity.

Cixous’s attempts to disrupt the symbolic order. She presents a more optimistic,
progressive view of the world. It is at this point that Cixous’s work breaks free
from the structuralist constraints of Saussure. In order to achieve the potential
which Cixous offers, we must revalue the feminine. This has serious implications

for masculine accounting, especially when one is faced with the question - how

should we account for the environment? The possibility that accounting 1s

masculine, over-controlling, and that accountants are decentred subjects with
death-drives, should make us wary of incautious calls for the introduction of

“Accounting for the Environment”.

In summary, this paper sets out a psychoanalytic understanding of the human
subject and that subject’s constitution through Phallogocentric language. This
paper disrupts many of the traditional understandings of accounting and posed

some questions surrounding the wisdom of making calls for the introduction of

“Environmental Accounts”.
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Reading Accounting Writing develops the theme of the “decentred subject” further
by taking an active in depth view of “how language works”, reaffirming my desire
to disrupt the delusions of mastery and control presented by accounting. This
paper’s theoretical perspective could be described as post-structuralist to the
extent that draws from insights developed from or after Saussurian structuralist
linguistics. It takes the Derridian turn of privileging writing over speech. This
move was a key element in Derrida’s attempt to disrupt the Western, logocentric

metaphysical tradition.

In terms of writing, the Western metaphysical tradition has led to three strongly
patriarchal imperatives when reading a text. The role of the author is conceived
as a paternal one, in the sense that much is invested in paternal authors to whose
credit everything from their textual descendants would contribute. Our concern
with citations and citation indices might exemplify this. Secondly, there has
hitherto been a great concern about which meanings are legitimate, and which
llegitimate. Which meanings are the author’s own progeny? How can we control
Intercourse with texts so as to prevent the proliferation of illegitimate readings?
This concern with the legitimacy of authorial progeny means that we learn to read
1n a way which, at best, allows us to question the intentions of the father/author.
Thirdly scholars are frequently judged by their fecundity/productivity. By

disrupting this traditional way of viewing authors, the reader is pushed to the

centre in place of the Other. Readers bring their own lives and experiences to a

text. This allows for multiple interpretations. Through being always and already

socially conditioned, the reading will vary from reader to reader just as it varies
from text to text. Texts are “plural”. They involve references, counter-

references, connotations, puzzles, resolutions of puzzles, open-ends and so on.

In order to present a fairly simple way of opening up a text, this paper drew

heavily on Roland Barthes’ S/Z. In S/Z Barthes split a Balzac novelette Sarrazine

into a number of very small units (mostly less than a sentence) or lexias. He then
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applied five different codes to the lexias. The point of the codes is to highlight the
different ways in which language works. Barthes wrote that he could have used
more than five codes. The whole point of his deconstruction was of course not to
present a correct reading of S/Z but to show how language works actively by
summoning up other signifiers. As an example, if we think of “cat” as a lexia,
I might categorise this under his Semic code. Semes are special signifiers, which,
because of their connotations (cute, cuddly, independent, mysterious) can combine
with similar elements to create characters, ambiences, shapes and symbols. Cat
Woman. Cat burglar. Hep-cat. Aristocat. Catcall. A lexia might also be a whole
sentence, for example, “It was hot.” It would be possible to apply Barthes’
Symbolic Code to this lexia. A symbolic lexia is one which sets the scene. It
often take the form of naturalised binary opposites (hot not cold). Of course, it
would also be possible to apply the semic code to the signifier “hot” (warm,
burning, pungent, violent, impetuous, passionate, lustful, sexually aroused, eager,
recent, sensational) leading to hot-headed, hot-tempered, hotrod, get hot, hot-news
and so on. Thus every reader of any particular text would create their own lexia

and apply very different codes to them.

The text which we chose to deconstruct was one taken from Accountancy (UK).
This text was chosen because it was “rich” in its use of cultural allusion. Our
deconstruction was not intended to present the reader with a correct interpretation.
In fact we intended the exact opposite. We hoped that readers would be provoked
intd arebelling against our reading; question our lexia and our application of codes.

We took the position that readers from different backgrounds and with different
political interests would read the text differently. Itis at this point that we parted
company with Bartes. In his later (post-structuralist) work Barthes absented
himself from any grounding in political or economic terms. In Barthes’ earlier
work, for cxample in Mythologies, he is very much concerned with the political
effect of language and how it serves to “naturalise inequality”. Indeed in his

earlier work Barthes uses the existence of an albeit hidden referent in the workings
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of ideology. In our textual analysis, social material conditions and their
ideological impact on the construction of the text were central to our reading of
the text. These more Marxist understanding of the workings of language were
more fully developed in the next paper Ideology, Hegemony and Accounting

Discourse: A Case Study of the National Union of Journalists.

Ideology Hegemony and Accounting Discourse: A Case Study of the national
Union of Journalists concern with language and texts was dominant. But this
paper used a rather different framework through which to interrogate accounting
language and texts. The texts in this paper are conference motions relating to
accounting and finance from the National Union of Journalists throughout the
years 1978 - 1988. The further deveIOpﬁlent of my work which occurred in this
paper was to try to examine theories by using an empirical/real world example.
Despite this empirical turn many of the theoretical themes surrounding language

and the constitution of subjectivity are developed in this paper.

This paper returns to the theme of accounting’s radical potential. It asks whether
accounting is necessarily wholly “reactionary”. In the Nom et Non paper, the
question of a different/feminine accounting was broached at the end of the paper.

But that paper suggested that a new accounting could only be developed in a

rather different social system. But what about accounting in our current economic
and social system? In order to probe this question, a base/superstructure model
of society was used in which language and ideology form part of the
superstructure and the base 1s the economic capitalist system. The theoretical
development of the paper drew strongly from Gramsci’s concept of hegemony in
which the elements of the superstructure taken together would give a broadly
defined state. Gramsci’s concept of hegemony was taken as the key to

understanding accounting’s role in maintaining the current economic system and
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the possibility of resistance to accounting’s role in this.

The choice of the case study of the National Union of Journalists was deliberate.
It provides a complex picture of the role of accounting. At the time of the paper
the National Union of Journalists was going through what was deemed by the
leadership to be a financial crisis. The union has lost its closed-shop status and
had suffered several industrial action “defeats” in terms of resisting significant
technology changes. The British trade union movement also had to confront
significant changes in terms of the laws relating to trades unions brought about by
the 1980s Conservative government. Some members of the union did not believe
that there was a financial crisis. Others believed that the union’s financial position
had worsened and but that it wasn’t serious. The proposed “solutions” to the
“problem” were also mixed. The National Executive of the union wanted to block
expensive industrial disputes. A large grbup of union activists believed that there
was a fair degree of financial impropriety among the full-time National Executive
of the union and that the union needed stricter financial controls, rather than a

moratorium on strikes. Would these stricter financial controls provide a practical

example of accounting’s radical potential?

The foregoing analysis would suggest that the use of (Phallogocentric) accounting
would summon up certain “thought closures”. Would even the most radical of
Union members be able to (for example) deny the desire to produce an operating
surplus? This paper, drawing from a range of different sources, (Belsey, Saussure,
Derrida, Althusser and Volosinov) presents a materialist explanation of how
“thought closures” occur. It develops the theme in the previous two papers that

we are constituted through language, but adds a materialist ideological turn. This

paper demonstrates that the role of ideology is to construct people as subjects.

The biggest ideological mistake that we make is to assume that we are the authors
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of our own words and the rational decision makers of our own actions. This
mistake means that we believe that we chose the values we wish to adopt. For
example, we think that we can chose whether in any particular circumstance a
union operating surplus is a “good thing”. Althusser calls this the “elementary
ideological effect”. The materialist turn here is that the term ideology is
concerned with the material workings of signs - not least chemically in our heads.
Ideology denotes any significant juncture between discourse and political interests

since it is concerned with the ways in which signs, meanings and values help to

reproduce a dominant social power.

If we are constituted through language, and ideology works through language,
ideology can effect certain closures. Ideology produces a particular set of effects
within accounting discourse. It makes signifiers like profit and efficiency very
powerful. Ideology means that we “inadvertently” collude with the values and
mores of our society. But, we are not in an ideological straight jacket. People can
be constituted through different discourses, leading to dual-consciousness. They

may also be confronted by material conditions which fail to meet their discursive

expectations. There is a dialectical relationship between our lived experience and

our ideological expectations.

The early work of Roland Barthes 1s used to demonstrate how language, as
ideology, works to naturalize social relations through “robbing the sign of its
history”. Accounting produces excellent cxamples of this. So, for example,
balance sheet values are basically the end result of posting transactions to “T”
accounts, transferring some “T” account balances to the profit and loss account
and then rearranging a trial balance list of “T” account balances. Yet balance

sheet values are then transformed into seemingly scientific useful ratios. When

it is announced that a company has a current ratio of 1.96, the whole history of the

posting of invoices, goods received notes and so on to ledgers is hidden and
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forgotten. Moreover, the social struggles behind capitalist demand-led valuation
systems are also forgotten and hidden. Practising accountants are probably aware
of some of this. So too, are some of the extremely knowledgeable members of the
NUJ. But, we live in a world where the financial IS important. It certainly can be
argued (as I do in the Non et Nom of Accounting for (M)other Nature) that it may
be much better not to see the world in terms of Phallogocentric accounting

numbers and that there are many (more important) things in the world than money.

But we live in a world where material conditions dictate that the financial MUST

be considered.

Following from Volosinov, this paper developed the theory that signs should not
be viewed as Saussurean abstractions which derive their exchange values from
other signs. Rather they should be seen as concrete utterances, unintelligible
outside the material conditions and soéial relations in which they are caught.
There is therefore a dialectical relationship between the workings of ideology,
economic hegemony and advanced capitalism. For example in the 1980s the
Conservative government used hegemonic coercion against the trade union
movement in the form of repressive legislation. But at the same time it used
1deological explanations (consensual forms of hegemony) to rationalise its actions.
These ideological explanations would have to resonate with existing ideology
perhaps through using Barthes’ SEMES. Thus “lean'” efficient privately owned

organisations were preferable to “nanny-state” owned and controlled

bureaucracies. The combining of semes like lean and efficient and opposing them
to nanny and bureaucratic make for extremely powerful, ideological combinations.
Of course this language is phallogocentric too. Men are considered to be lean and

muscular. Women are considered to be “naturally” more rotund. Nannies are

traditionally women. Thus the insights drawn from the previous two papers are

Jane Fonda’s workout tapes were enormously successful during this period. The
risc in eating disorders was huge too.
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illuminating but without the addition of the economic context are robbed of some

of their political potential.

Can accounting’s history be returned to it, to unnatualize 1t, to make it of some use
to the activists in the NUJ? This is concerned again with the importance of the
economic context within which we live. It is at this point that the theoretical
development of my works marks a fundamental break from Sausurrean linguistics.
The conclusions in the paper are complex. It may be that NUJ members who
have clear understandings of the workings of ideology and accounting might find
accounting control mechanisms of some practical use. As asimple example, they
might fight for members to pay their union dues by direct debit since some
subscriptions seemed to “leak” if theyare collected at the local branch level. It

might also be possible to use budgets to curb union bureaucrats’ excessive

perquisites. But these individual members would in all likelihood be “educated
leaders” or as Gramsci would put it - organic intellectuals. At the end of this
paper, David Cooper as CPA editor, raised the issue of Traditional Intellectuals
and academics. Where do we stand? What is the point of writing academic
journal articles? What does the desire for self-reflection mean in the context of

academics? Do we simply write for the research selectivity exercise? These are

the dominant themes of the next paper.

On the proliferation of accounting histories’ concern 1s to interrogate whether or
not academic history writing (or any academic writing) is “useful”. It is also
relatedly concerned with the drives behind academic production. We outline two
major drives behind academic production. One relates to the changing social
position of academics. Here we drew upon the Marxist concepts of labour and
labour-power, and exchange-value and use-value. Labour power is the
commodifed form of labour; it is the part of labour that is purchased with wages,

and is, in this sense, the same as any other commodity. We took the position that
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the commodification of labour is inherent in the capitalist system. We argued that

academics could be increasingly seen as commodifed labour producing
commodity products (partly consisting of refereed journal articles). Exchange
value and use-value help to explain the workings of the academic market for
refereed journal articles. The use-value of a paper to the academic writer (and
perhaps the reader too) derives from the writers’ joy, warmth and comprehension -
things that the market system of exchange cannot measure. In the UK the

exchange value is pretty much determined by the research selectivity panel. One

Critical Perspectives on Accounting paper is deemed to be worth less than an

Accounting Review paper. Of course value is contested.

Therefore, as academics, part of our driving force behind writing for refereed
journals is the research rankings and/or promotion processes. But anyone with
any insight into the lives of some academics would lead them to realise that this
isn’t the whole story. The hugely bloodthirsty, vicious world of the academic was
alive and well long before the advent of research rankings. Moreover, many
academics continue to publish and attend conferences at their own expense after
they have retired. We now come to the second drive behind academic production.
To interrogate academic desire further, we drew upon what might be described as
the Baudrillardian sign.> In the late 20" century, much affluent Western
consumption is more to do with designer labels (Baudrillardian signs) than with
the use-value of commodities. Why do so many young people desire £200
Emporio Armani jeans, rather than £20 Marks and Spencer ones? The “use-
value” of each is probably identical. The extension that Baudrillard makes to
Veblen’s notion of conspicuous consumption is the claim that sign systems have

become wholly self-referential. We live in a system in which (to some people)

We actually found much of Baudrillard’s writing to be politically futile. His

reading of Marx is particularly problematic in the sense that he proposes a

bizarre “cconomistic” reading of Marx. Yet Baudrillard’s insights into 20"
century culture are thought provoking.
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signs are the subject of consumption. Each sign is located within a network of
other signs. There are whole economies of the production and consumption of
signs as signs. Channel (not Littlewoods); Ray Ban (not Boots); BMW (not

Ford); Chelsea (not Battersea); Accounting Review (not Accounting Horizon);

Hopwood (not Cooper).....

If one accepts the Lacanian position that people are anxious subjects constantly
desiring self reflection and recognition by others, it 1s not difficult to see why
people wish to associate themselves with Baudrillardian signs which hold out the
false promise of filling our empty cores with very powerful images. Wearing an
Armani suit might somehow fill us with a new core, a classy beautiful, confident
one. If the Accounting Review, the Journal of Finance, and Accounting,
Organizations and Society are quintessential Baudrillan signs - as are the writers
that publish in them, they will become pbwerful objects of desire. Publishing in
an academic journal is certainly one means of self reflection but we also desire
certain journals more than others. It is academics themselves who have
constructed the journal hierarchy. Thus, the commodification of accounting

labour and our psychoanalytical desire to publish, together produce a

proliferation of accounting research.

Given this desire to publish, what is the use of an academic article? This question

put us on very dangerous ground. We should be aware of the ultimately futile

Baudrillaridain sign desire behind our own research. For any fulfilling of our

cmpty core on seeing our name in print can only be flecting., Yet some writers

write with rather different aims in mind. It is for this reason that we view the
Hopwood and the Tinker and Neimark histories rather differently from the Nobes
and the Johnson histories. Very basically we gesture towards a use-value for

academic writing if that writing is motivated by something in addition to the two

drives behind academic production.
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But what ground can we have for this? Some postmodern writers would deny that
it is possible for us to say that, for example, Hopwood’s history is better than
Nobes’. These postmodernists cite Derrida’s notion of context. Context is like
an inverted pyramid in which any given context can be given fuller and fuller
descriptions. This is politically productive in the sense that it produces a
structural openness, and allows the reader to bring new or reinterpreted political
perspectives or theories to extant text. This 1s what we achieved in the Reading
Accounting Writing paper above. But, some postmodern writers have used this
openness to declare that there are no referents’. On a very basic level, the loss of
the referent could lead to the implication that there 1s no pain or suffering - a
torture victim’s scream is just another sliding signifier. On another level, the loss
of the referent has frequently been interpreted as meaning that it 1s tyrannical to
take any political position. If there is no referent, if signs slide from one to
another and if we have the possibility of infinite recontextualisation then we can
have no grounds for declaring that any political position is any better or worse
than any another. We try to avoid this by recognising that we cannot escape
metaphysics. As outlined in the NUJ paper, signs are dependent on material
determinants. They have a dialectical relationship with the political and economic
system and in that sense do have a referent. Moreover, signs are frequently

partisan. They are the outcome of, as Hall puts it, the politics of signification.
Derrida himself, proposes a way out of the political problems posed by the loss of
the referent through his notion of reversal. This is where binary oppositions are
subverted by empowering the Other, whether the Other is a subordinate gender,

race, class or any other disempowered group.

The bulk of the paper contains our recontextualization of four accounting

histories. The histories are contextualised with the theoretical insights outlined

[3]

Baudrillard, for example, has been cited as declaring that the Gulf War did not take
place.
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above. The recontextualisations are not intended to produce "better" histories,
but rather, they are exemplary of how the four might be read given our re-
commodified and alternatively grounded theoretical positions. In each of the
histories we found a distinct lack of concern for the Other. Thus we could,
following Derrida, read each history with the desire to empower the Other’s

silenced by the four histories.

Nobes' history was profoundly self-referential. His work contained absolutely no
social, economic or political contextualisation. Johnson does provide a
contextualisation, albeit a weak oné. Johnson conceives nineteenth century
capitalism as natural and good. If the workers try to produce more to earn more,
and the owners wish them to produce more then the system has achieved goal
congruence. Indeed the whole paper cleanses the abhorrent conditions found in
carly capitalist factories. There are no "feelings" in this paper. Perhaps this was
necessary given that it was published in the Accounting Review. The Tinker and
Neimark paper is re contextualised to try to include women. Their work derives
from an analysis of women presented in General Motors' Annual Reports, so the
1mages of women are rather impoverished ones. But Tinker and Neimark do not

attempt to redress this imbalance. Women seem to be portrayed by Tinker and

Neimark as powerless economic pawns. We hear no real women’s voices.
AnOther herstory has been silenced. Like the Tinker and Neimark paper,
Hopwood’s paper silences “the Other history”. Hopwood’s paper contains three

case studies, two contemporary and one dealing with Wedgewood potteries in the

18" century. There is much historical evidence surrounding the horrific
conditions of 18" century pottery workers. But in Hopwood’s history we hear
only of workers stealing, being at play, frolicking or having the “foul disease.”
Hopwood's paper seems to take the postmodern turn of refusing to make value
judgements. In this respect we read the Hopwood paper as taking an
unapprehended Baudrillardian perspective in which sign becomes the absolute

reference. As in the Nobes’ history, accounting has become a sign with its own
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referent. The possible reversals which could have been made, especially in the

Tinker and Neimark and Hopwood papers are sadly never made.

It would be possible to read the four histories as self referential, Baudrillardian

signs. Indeed our critical commentaries could indeed be viewed as adding to the
self referentiality. Our critique then simply implodes on itself. There is no point
to writing critical articles (other than to fulfil our Lacanian empty-core desires or
for research ranking purposes). But empowerment can arise from within a
critique. We raised a critical understanding of the treadmill on which academics
place/find themselves if they desire to become a commodity (or a Baudrillardian
sign). We opened up a possible space for reversal by insisting upon the possibility

of writing “outside” histories. We also raised the question of interest and

contested values.

One problem with the above four histories (except to a small extent the Tinker and
Neimark paper) was that they shunned a class-based perspective. How, for
example, could Johnson have missed the horrendous working conditions in 19"
manufacturing? The emerging concern with class was the seed for the next paper.

In this paper I began to question why a class-based analysis was so lacking in
accounting research. The fringes of accounting research had begun to take on

board the concerns of the Other in terms of gender and race - so why not class?

Against postmodernism: Class Oriented Questions for Critical Accounting
provides a theoretical basis for the inclusion of two groups hitherto practically
ignored in the critical accounting literature. These groups are the majority of
workers within the accounting industry, and groups of workers who are subject to
accounting’s technologies of power. This paper was the spring board for my next
three papers, two of which are éoncerned with the effects of accounting’s

technologies of power (South Africa and Medway) and the other directly with the
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“workers within the accounting industry” (From Taylorism to Mrs Taylor). There
is an overlap between the two, in the sense that accounting technologies of power
are used as justifications behind many of the changes in the working conditions

of those within the accounting industry.

In this paper I found that the interpretation of much postmodern theory in the
accounting literature would mean that for theoretical reasons, the working-class
would be denied a presence in the accounting literature. Very basically there
appear to be two strong themes running through postmodern work in accounting.
One is the belief that there has been a fundamental shift in society such that
modernist theories like Marxism have lost their explanatory power. The other is

that “class” as a concept is obsolete, metaphysical and/or reductionist.

As my earlier work shows, I do value many of the insights of postmodern writers,

especially the work of Radical French Feminists and Derrida. I begin by

considering two important postmodern theorists (Derrida and Foucault) in order

to juxtapose how their theoretical perspectives might compare with a Marxist
perspective on the introduction of profit-related-pay at Strathclyde University.
Focauldian theory would insist that profit related pay can be seen in terms of its
position in the fundamental shift that represents a “new regime of truth” that
governs UK academic production. This new regime of truth or technology of
power encompasses the proliferation of audits (teaching quality and research
selectivity), customer service, performance indicators, appraisal, accountability
and so on. On an individual level, this perspective would enable me to see how
I can become subject to this new managerial discourse. As a Derridean
deconstructionsit I could reach beneath the cracks of the phrase and interrogate the
truth claims of the word profit. I would know that language does not grant us

immanent access to the world but rather mediates our understandings. I would

note the binary opposition profit/loss. Iwould side with loss as the Outside term.

But then what? In both analyses there is an underlying disquiet that if action is
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effective '(if the majority vote “no” to the introduction of the new scheme), then
1t too will become part of the normalising and totalising practice of power. As I
pointed out in the “Histories” paper above, postmodern theory provides few
grounds for deciding what 1s right and what is wrong, other than a desire to
“empower the Other”. Itis not surprising that postmodernism has been described

as the politics of disillusion and despair (Dominelli and Hoogvelt, 1996).

A Marxist perspective would also be concerned with the 1deological aspects of
language. Profit-related-pay can be identified with the 1980s New Right
bourgeois renaissance. It is also concerned with the economic in the sense of the
Invisible hand of the markets puts constraints on the actions of indebted states.
For the three years 1996 - 1999, the UK government planned an 11.4% real terms
cut 1n higher education spending. If this could be at the expense of staff salaries
so much the better for a government which would wish to keep young people in
higher education and off the streets and the dole queues. But at present UK
university staff are mostly on rigid pay scales. Pay would be easier to attack if the
state could break down national pay deals. Profit-related-pay is articulated to this
plan. For a fairly weak union like the AUT, the loss of national pay bargaining
would be a serious blow. From a class-based perspective, for many working class

children (especially of my generation), education has been the means to improved
life chances. Thus immediately a class-based Marxist perspective would
encourage me to fights expenditure cuts in higher education and the introduction

of measures which threaten national collective pay bargaining.

The foregoing set up the terms of the debate and differences between postmodern
and Marxist perspectives. In order to better understand the historical roots of
postmodernism, the marginalised position of Marxism and the contemporaneous
rise of right wing economic theories and policies in the 1980s and 1990s, the
paper considers the development of social theory since Word War IL. Of course,

many of the most prominent social theories of the post World War II era had their
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roots before the war. From the end of the war, for 20 years, Modernisation Theory
dominated social theory. Modernisation theory was based on the belief that the
world’s ills could entirely be eradicated by the prosperity that only capitalism

could provide. The theory was developed during a period of relative prosperity

for many US citizens. The modern was defined with reference to the social
organisation and culture of specifically Western societies, which were typified as
individualistic, democratic, capitalist, scientific, secular, stable, and as dividing
work from home in gender specific ways. Modernization involved incremental,
non-revolutionary change. For modernist theorists like Popper, criticism should
remain within the realm of science in order to find better solutions to scientific
problems. The belief that critique should extend to the totality of society seemed
to have died along with the Bolsheviks. The modernisation ontology of capital
market-based accounting research, with its tenacious belief that there are few
problems with contemporary society and that society’s evils will be cured by a
huge dose of capitalism continue to this day. Moreover, mainstream accounting
research is unable to extend its “critical remit” to include the whole of society. It
is possible to discern certain strains of modernisation theory which, either in

recycled, or in developed form, have fed into contemporary new right theories or

into postmodernism.

Marxism saw a brief intellectual resurgence during the 1960s, especially 1n

university sociology departments. But when the radical political thrust (most of
which was never Marxist) of the 1960s, began to peter out in the 1970s, both

political and academic Marxism retreated, sometimes abandoned for more novel,
diverting, seductive theoretical “isms”. Postmodern theory could be seen as a
salve against the intellectual disillusionment created by the late 1970s backlash
against progressive movements. Postmodernism provided a story that the

eradication of the possibility of profound social change was not caused by a fatlure

or defeat of “the left”. The eradication was a necessity of historical development.

The radical possibilities of a modern era were overtaken by the heralding of a new
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postmodern one.

While there 1s no pre-given connection between class and the emergence of
postmodernism, I have argued earlier that some types of ideological discourse are

more closely tied to certain economic and social interests than others. In
economic terms the middle class became relatively richer during the 1970s and
1980s. Wage inequalities from the mid 1970s until the present day have become
greater., Many UK academics benefited from the 1980s boom in property prices.
Thirty years after the idealised revolutionary possibilities of 1968, the politically
disillusioned academic’s economic prosperity, depended upon the defeat of the
political challenges of the late 1960s. Certainly for leading, well paid academics,
it became more comfortable to have pleasurable intercourse with a desirable text

than to engage with uncomfortable political change. But academics’ conditions

of existence are deteriorating rapidly. This will not, in itself, transform academics
Into Marxists. Many have invested several years developing postmodern
theoretical perspectives. But the real challenge for academic accountants is not
simply to describe their world, it is to think about how to respond to these

changes. The next three papers are my response to the changing world. They are

my attempts at beginning a chain of class-based accounting research.

A Tale of Two Classes: The Privatisation of Medway Ports. After 1 wrote the

Against postmodernism paper, I began to imagine what “class-based accounting

research” would look like. I could imagine feminist research. I could imagine
“race” research. But class-based research? Pat Arnold and I struggled with this
until I remembered a Radio 4 documentary programme called “Face the Facts”
which covered the privatisation of Medway Ports. In Britain most people were

aware that Job losses follow privatisation as night follows day. So the huge job
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losses outlined in the documentary, although appalling, were not surprisiné. But
two features in the programme were striking. ‘The documentary dealt with the role
of the accounting profession in this particular privatisation, but perhaps as
importantly, Medway 1s part of my childhood. My Father’s relatives live in
Chatham (the major Medway town in the ports). As a child I spent many summer
days at the beach in Sheerness (the deepwater part of Medway ports). So it is an
area I know well. The study examines the privatisation of Medway Ports as a
focal point for understanding the role major accounting firms have played in the

neo-liberal privatisation programme, from a class perspective.

The basic facts of the case are that Medway Ports were sold to a Management and
Employee Buyout consortium in 1992 with the assistance of Price Waterhouse.
A few months after the buyout all of the dockworkers were constructively
dismissed and had to sell back their shares. The shares which had each cost the
dockworkers £1 were valued at £2.50 by another accounting firm KPMG Peat
Marwick. The financial backers of the buyout, Charterhouse Development,
bought the dockers’ shares for £2.50 each. In less than a year, Medway was resold
to Mersey Dock and Harbour Company for £37 per share. The directors and the
financial backers made millions of pounds. The Managing Director of Medway
Ports personally made almost exactly the same amount as the government on the
initial sale. The dockworkers sought the help of Touche Ross to bring an action
against KPMG for negligence in their £2.50 share valuation. In the end, their case
was settled out of court two days before the case was due to commence. The
story of the privatisation of Medway Ports is not an isolated occurrence. Itis a
representative example of the redistribution of wealth that has resulted from
privatisation. As such, the case highlights the intrinsically social, as opposed to

the technical, implications of accounting’s involvement in the business of

privatisation consulting.
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The accounting valuation issues are important to the case. But, they are best
understood within the context of a class analysis that recognises the relationship
between the draconian job cuts and harsh flexible work practices imposed on dock
labour and the increased value of the port to its owners. By their nature,
neoclassical economic valuation models abstract from any historical context and
hence obscure the history of exploitation that underlies privatisation. Thus, rather
than focussing of the technical issue of how to (or not to) perform a business
valuation, this study presents a historical analysis of the changing relations
between labour, capital, the state, and the accounting professton that surround the
port privatisation. In particular, we examine the question of how and to what
effect the accounting industry has, through its consulting and advisory arms, come
to play a central role in the neo-liberal privatisation project, the dismantling of

social democratic states, and the global restructuring of class relations.

The recent metamorphosis of the accounting industry poses a challenge to
accounting research that continues to define the domain of accounting in terms of
the traditional functions of auditing, financial reporting, and cost accounting even
as these activities lose importance. Today, the business of accounting 1S
increasingly about doing valuations, privatizations, mergers, acquisitions and
corporate restructurings, and with advising transnational corporations on subjects

as diverse as offshore banking in the Caymen Islands, tax regimes in the former

Soviet Republics, and trade laws in Vietnam. As international accountancy

firms expand their businesses into areas traditionally deemed the prerogative of

business strategists, lawyers and investment bankers, the boundaries between the
various business disciplines (accounting, finance, business strategy, law, etc.)

become blurred, and the study of accountancy becomes increasingly

indistinguishable from the wider study of the movements of global capitalism.

Thus we believe that the driving force behind economic change is capitalism

rather than accountants. As Hanlon (1996) shows, the new service class does not
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set the political and social agenda, but rather serves capital on capital’s terms. If
one considers this in the light of the base/superstructure economic model, this
could be seen as “economic determinism”. However, we are not trying to propose
that there is no relationship between the base and the superstructure. The
relationship is a dialectical one. For example in the next paper it will be seen that
accounting’s knowledge of privatisation was exported to SA. Tangentially, there
has been a dialectical transformation in accountants’ position vis-a-vis the state.
In the NUIJ paper I argued that accounting could be theorised as part of a broadly
defined state, in the sense that the accounting profession acts (in a seemingly
neutral manner) to uphold the interests of capital. This paper develops this
theoretical perspective further by considering Gramsci’s (1971) writings on
organic intellectuals. Organic intellectuals not only organise culture (as teachers
and journalist), but also production (as industrial technicians) and political society
(as state bureaucrats). These knowledge specialists occupy different positions
within the social strata. Some, like the industrial technicians, function close to
the economic base as direct “deputies” of the dominant class, while others, like
civil servants and educators, occupy mediated positions in relation to capital.
Although both strata of intellectuals play a role in maintaining hegemony,
Gramsci argues that the distinction between them is politically important because
those who function in a mediated relationship to capital exercise some degree of

relative autonomy, while intellectuals who function directly as deputies of the

dominant class have “no autonomous initiative” (Sasson, 1987, p. 143).

The progression of accountancy from a semi-autonomous “profession” to a
commercialised industry selling advisory services to corporate clients can be
understood from this theoretical vantage point. Over the past two decades,
accountants have increasingly moved from the position of relatively autonomous
social service “professionals” within state service or semi-autonomous

professional associations to the position of commercial entrepreneurs serving

organisational and directive functions directly on behalf of capital. While
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accountancy has always operated closer to the economic base than social service
professionals, the relationship between accountancy and capital was partially
mediated by the state under Fordism. In their capacity as independent auditors,
accounting firms served the state regulatory function of facilitating the orderly
functioning of financial markets. Pecrsons with specialised knowledge of
accounting also moved into state bureaucracies as planners, controllers, analysts
and administrators. Today, consultancy is fast replacing auditing as the primary
business of accounting firms, and states are increasing contracting advisory
services out to private scctor accounting firms, rather than relying on the expertise
of civil servants and state burcaucrats. Asaccounting “professionals” move closer
to the economic base, they lose autonomy and function more directly as deputies
of thc dominant class. The new professional service class does not set the
political and social agenda, but it does execute it. Morcover, professional
knowledge is commodified and “cxported” around the globe. The next paper is
again concerned with privatisation. It considers the idcological, linguistic and
material changes in South Africa immediately before, during and since the
unbanning of the African National Congress (ANC), and the shaping role of the

accounting profession in these changes with particular emphasis on privatisation.

No Escaping the Financial: The Economic Referent in South Africa , like previous
papers takes the Marxist basc/superstructure model of society as its theoretical
basis. The theoretical development made in this paper is to theorise the dialectical
rclationship between the base and the superstructure through class-based
language. The superstructural aspects of language arc developed through the work
of Volosinov (1973). Volosinov’s work is a Marxist development of Saussurean
linguistics uscd in carlicr papers. This paper trics to advance the understanding
of the closure problems created by the use of accounting language by arguing that
accounting language cannot be seen as a "binary opposition” system where its use

creates closures and its non-usc opens up new possibilitics. The contribution to
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the understanding of accounting language advanced in this paper 1s that

accounting language has class-based meaning.

The paper presents an in depth case study of the ANC’s position on privatisation
from Nelson Mandela’s relcase in 1990, through the elections which saw an ANC
government until 1996. In this paper we will argue that it is the Capitalist system
as the economic/material basc in South Africa which dialcctically relates to the
ANC government's ideological changes since Mandela’s release from prison. In
the long run, South Africa's social and cconomic policies will be influenced by the
cconomic basc. But, this is not an cconomic determinist position since we argue
that there arc many different forms which thesce policies can take. For example,
the existence of capitalism does not necessarily mean that South Africa has to
follow the world wide privatisation trend. Yet with respect to the privatization
issuc the ANC have travelled a vast distance in only six ycars with Mandcla
calling for nationalisation on his release from Robbin Island, to him claiming, in
1996, that privatisation is the policy of the ANC. It will be argued in this paper
that the forms that capitalism is taking in South Africa are strongly influenced by
consultants which take the form of accountants, private sector economists and
would-be international beneficiaries. In late 1996, many ANC MPs became
increasingly concerned about the usc of consultants in shaping South Africa and
have had a Parliamentary Public Accounts Committee to consider the issuc of
consultants. Accounting consultants have made significant amounts of moncy

sclling right wing idcology to the Government of National Unity. But there is no

sign of an end to the use of consultants.

It could be argued that the ANC had to change its idcology to work within a global
capitalist system and accordingly had to go along with privatisation. This simple
common sensc explanation of the cvents in SA is in some ways appealing. It is

consistent with a vulgar base/superstructure model of socicty in which the
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economic system base wholly determines the superstructural components of
language and ideology. Or in other words, the shift in ANC ideology is
mechanically caused by changes in the economic base. But aside from any
thcoretical problems with this straightforward explanation, there is the political
problem that if the economic base determines everything, there is no possibility
of resistance. In short, the SA trade union movement, along with those who
disagrce with privatisation, might as well accept the inevitable. As a way out of
this problem we draw on Marxism and the Philosophy of Language (MPL), a
book published in the former Soviet Union in 1929, This book was published

under the name of V N Volosinov. Volosinov developed the work of Sausssure.

Saussurc's detachment of the referent from the sign allowed semioticians to
concentrate on sign structures independently of "rcal objects™. For the purpose of
this paper Saussure's theory of language has three important implications. Firstly,
In Saussurc's model of language, language is considered to be a closed sct of rules
and so, it is only possible to study a word like privatisation as detached from the
refcrent (whatever that may be). Sccondly, Saussure's model would suggest that
language 1s a synchronic or complete system rather than diachronic or historically
cmerging. Lastly, being concerned with gencral principles or rules, Saussure was
not concerned with what people actually said at all. As Eagleton (1996b, p98)

puts it "at the same moment as structuralism bracketed off the real object, it

bracketed off the human subject. Indeed it is this double moment which defines
the structuralist project." Thus the sign privatisation in Saussure's model could
be semiologically interrogated without ever considering that different people

might have different material (referential) experiences of privatisation.

MPL also provides an antidote to so-called poststructuralist nihilism. The

supplement to structuralism made by some poststructuralists was to break the sign

apart and detach the significd from the significr, so that the meaning (significd)

of any word (significr) can only be expressed as other signifiers. This means that
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when you try to discover the meaning of anything you can become caught on a
nihilistic word merry-go-round on which signifiers conjure up more signifiers, so
that nothing is real, and a word like privatisation can be dismissed as a sliding
significr or a metaphysical concept. In a way this theorisation leaves language at
the superstructural level, at best detached from the base, or at worse with no base
at all since the basc is simply another sliding signifier. One way of getting off the

merry-go-round is to provide a firm ground on which to stand. MPL does exactly

this by giving language a material grounding. Indeed our reading of MPL suggests

that all signs arc material since there can be no human consciousness without

them. But MPL makes language material in another politically productive way in
the scnse that it gives an cconomic class relationship to language. In other words,
language is material in the heads of people from different social classcs, genders

and races.

The paper analysed three main groups who are involved in the active debate over
privatisation - the accounting profession, trade unions and a broad anti-
privatisation group in order to exemplify how the usc of language is rather
complex. The accounting profession arc involved in all kinds of lucrative
consultancy contacts with thec ANC government. The trade unions are torn
between the desire to maintain their privileged position vis-a-vis the ANC and
nceding to protect the jobs of their membership. Other groups point to the fact
that privatisation will not reduce the SA government’s debt; that consumers are
frequently the biggest losers in privatisations and that the winners in privatisations

arc frequently the old pre-privatisation state-owned company management.

Perhaps the most important theorcetical contribution of the paper is that accounting
cannot be independent of its social conditions. By making language class based
we have in some senses affirmed the importance of the cconomic base (which
produces specific class relations) while recognising the importance of the

superstructural clements like language. The next paper brings home accounting’s
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connection to its social conditions in an extremely vivid way.

From Taylorism to Mrs Taylor: The Transformation of the accounting craft This
final paper is perhaps the most clearly class-basced paper in the sense that it deals
directly with the working condition’s of non-qualificd staff in the accounting
process, almost from the beginnings of capitalism until the present day. The
theoretical framework draws strongly from Marx and from Harry Braverman’s
subsequent analysis in Labour and Monopoly Capital. While Braverman’s work
1s known in the accounting literature, it has never been used to unpick the working
conditions of non-qualificd accountants. We arguc that the explanatory power of
Braverman’s analysis lics in the appreciation of the long-run conscquences of the
scparation of conception and exccution in the labour process and the accretion of
management control. This is why we take a long term historical view of the labour

proccss of accounting clerks.

We had two main reasons for choosing these frameworks. Firstly we wanted to
debunk the myth proposed by such politicians as Thatcher, Reagan and more
recently Blair, that people cannot find jobs because they "do not have the
necessary skills", that we are living in an age which requires a workforce with
greater skills than any previous genceration. Thus on one level this paper could be
deemed to be ideological in the sense that it is directly attacking state idcology.
Our analysis using Braverman's work will present a contrasting picture. We will
show how the majority of work in the accounting industry has been deskilled
according to Taylor's "Scientific Management" principles. This has scveral
serious implications for the clerical workers in accounting (as for the majority of
workers under Monopoly Capitalism). As we demonstrate later in the paper, the
deskilling of clerical work has meant that wage levels have been driven
dramatically downwards. Our sccond reason for using Braverman was more

unorthodox. We argued that the degrading of clerical accounting work to a
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factory like production line process could potentially have important implications

for the quality of accounting information.

The main thrust of the paper is empirical and historical. Drawing from various
historical sources, we write a history of bookkeepers up until the publication of
Braverman’s book in 1974. What we found was that there has ncver been a
“golden age” of bookkeepers. Whilst bookkeepers were among the highest levels
of clerks, and in the very carly stages of capitalism some (alrcady wealthy) clerks

would join the ranks of management and company owners, that the ideological

prestige associated with white-collar work was mythical. Indeed the working
conditions of the majority of Victorian clerks were atrocious. But bookkeeping
has undergone a long term deskilling process which is well documented by
Braverman up until 1974. We chart the more recent deskilling of bookkeepers
through job advertiscments. We analysed more than 1,000 job advertisements
throughout the period 1974 to 1996 from the Glasgow Herald newspaper. We
found that the advent of mass computerisation accelerated the deskilling process
inbookkeeping. But computerisation alone would never have accomplished this.

What was nceded was mass amounts of data so that at least onc person would be

involved in every tiny labour process. This means that bookkeepers do not have

a broad range view of what is going on within an organisation.

Alongside the deskilling processcs outlined in this paper during the 1970s, 1980s
and 1990s, other changes were happening in terms of the practice of accounting.
The late 1970s witnessed the strcamlining of operations through the re-
engineering of accounting and clerical processes. Further streamlining to the
accounting industry occurred with the introduction of the flexible firm and the
division of workforces into core and non-core clements. In some organisations

accounting has become a non-core clement.  Indeed accounting has been

outsourced like catering and cleaning.,
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Anyone who has ever worked as an auditor will know how faced with a large
unfamiliar organisation that their task will be made much easier if "an on the
oround bookkeeper" can help them find their way. There are always unusual
postings which demand attention. The removal of bookkeepers who could play
the role of repositorics of organisational knowledge would leave the auditor with
no-onc to ask about such problems. Moreover, the removal of a knowledgeable

bookkeeper in a reengineered company may open accounts to scrious fraud.

The deskilling of accounting in a global cconomy has presented a serious threat
to bookkeeping (and probably professional accounting) jobs. British Airways
shed 600 accounting staff within the UK and “exported” 200 of them to Bombay
where the cost of accounting staff is 20% of comparable British level. The
degrading bookkeeping and accounting skills is bound to have a knock on effect
on the accounting profession. Inthe 1990s we have scen several large accounting
firms dropping the sign “accountant” from their company names and/or setting up
lucrative consultancy wings. Here we may disagree with Hanlon (1994) that
Braverman’s work cannot be uscd for research into the accounting profession.
The non-clitc professional accountant’s work may well become Scientific

Management’s next sacrifice. If there is a horizontal fissure within the profession

we may in the future expect to sec a two-ticr accounting profession.
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The non and nom of accounting for (m)other nature

Abstract

This paper uses the work of various women writers but most importantly the
writing of Héléne Cixous, to question accounting's role in society. It contends that
accounting i1s masculine in the sense that it embraces all of the Western cultural
malc attributes. Given the masculine nature of accounting, the paper considers
rccent calls for accountants to become involved in accounting for the
cnvironment. The conclusion is that to try to account for environmental issues
would be more damaging to the environment than the present situation.

Page 36




I myself have never been able to find out precisely
what feminism is...I only know that people call me
a feminist whenever I express sentiments that

differentiate me from a doormat or a prostitute.
Rebecca

West,
writer, 1913

This paper attempts to present a fairly new, radical and remarkably exciting
philosophy of praxis. Philosophy is meant here in the broadest sense of the word -
as a way of secing the world and a guide to action. The philosophy is a radical
onc in that it can provide an as yet, non-recuperated critical wedge into all arcas
of life. Itis incredibly exciting for multiple reasons; it is concerned with the body,
especially the multiplicity of a woman's body; it cmpowers women and Other
outsiders who in Western culture have been constituted as lacking but in dotng so
also liberates men; it is not an imposition but rather liberates from the straight-
jacket of the proliferation of the sclf-same; it offers the gift of pleasure in 1ts
recading; it allows for difference; it opens up new possibilitics; alters the way we
think; makes oppression in social and discursive practices no longer an
incvitability; it presents possibilitics as Antoinette Fouque put it of "going beyond
the reality principle” of gesturing towards utopias. Itis a femininc philosophy of

praxis.

But what has a thcory like this got to do with accounting? The potential for such
a theory is overflowing with regard to accounting. We have lived for too long
with accounting's treatment of so-caltled externalities (Others, Qutsiders); resulting
In workers, nature, cven children trampled over and discarded in the scarch for
profits, things to be treated as commodities along with heat and light, rent and all
other expensces on the profit and loss account - used up assets. We have lived for
too long with agency thecory which teaches us that women and men arc grasping

sclf-centred utility maximisers. In the 1980s we faced accounting's 1ncreased
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involvement in all areas of our lives; profit figures became newsworthy items -
"beamed" into our living rooms each evening; accounting figures were used as a
rationale for closing coal mines and in the process devastating whole
communities; accountants became involved in "efficiency” moves in local
authorities and the UK National Health Service leading to life-threatening cuts in
services. During the 1990s we arc witnessing calls for these accountants 1o
involve themselves in environmental issues (Porritt, 1989; Derwent, 1989; and
Gray, 1990). All academic debate in the 1990s takes place under the pressure of
knowing that the very existence of the planct is under threat of immanent
destruction. This brings cnvironmental issues to the very centre of the debate
surrounding accounting. This paper then considers the possibility of the
involvement of the accounting profession in "environmental accounting” using the
feminine philosophy of praxis outlined carlicr. Two points should be stressed.
The paper's emphasis on the feminine does not mean to suggest that it is woman's
job to "save the planct". The concepts in this paper will be new and probably
difficult (perhaps incomprehensible) to readers with an accounting background
entrenched in "positivistic, cconomic, rationalist logic". Some time will be spent
on issues which at first may seem to be wholly irrelevant to accounting. It 1s

hoped though, that the reader will gain new insights into accounting.

The potential of feminist theory to interrogate accounting has been noted by an
increasing number of writers (Hopwood, 1987a, p 65). Onc broad strand of this
work considers woman's role in the accounting profession. This has been done
very competently, (see for example Westcott and Sciler (1986), Reed and
Kratchman (1990) and Lehman, (1990)). While the consideration of such matters
as the number of women rcaching the higher cchelons of the accounting
profession could be considered to be important in the sense that these studies help
lo raise consciousness, without an empowering philosophy of change such papers
can lcave women fecling discmpowered and despondent, if very angry at their lot

in life. Anger on its own is not enough. The presentation of masculine super-
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women role models could leave women feeling that it is somehow their fault for
not making it. But worse, much of this kind of writing is a kind of closure which
leaves women desiring the masculine which this paper will argue, has been the
cause of so much destruction. In this paper the terms feminine/masculine can be
taken to include our culturally determined feminine/masculine attributes. In
Western socicty, most women possess (and even wish to have), masculine
attributes (perhaps the most chilling example of this 1s Margaret Thatcher). To
leave women desiring the masculine, or desiring cquality with men is not enough.
Paying lipservice to equality will not make 1t happen. What then should women
desire? This paper will argue that this is an important question, new possibilities
should be sought, but with our present system of language, we can only make

tentative gestures towards different desires.

This paper too is intended to raisc consciousness, but in a morc profound,
theoretical way. It follows a different broad strand in feminine research in
accounting, rcflecting "a genuine concern with expanding the account we currently
have of accounting”, (Hopwood, 1987a, p 65) and reflecting a genuine attempt to
subvert accounting. This too has been done before, see for example, Shearer and
Arrington (forthcoming) which had a great influcnce on this paper and Tinker and
Neimark (1987) who consider the role of published annual reports as serving as
coercive ideological weapons in manipulating the social imagination about
women, (sce also Crompton (1987)). Itis hoped that this will be an empowering

paper which will, with its feminine nature, disrupt the increasing importance and

proliferation of accounting.

There 1s a powerful body of literature that sceks to disrupt, demystify, and
decentre accounting. The author finds much agreement with this literature. This
paper 1s not an attempt to provide yet another critical theory in accounting. The
paper could be read as an important supplement to the Marxist writings in

accounting. Any theory (like Marxism) which sceks fundamental changes in the
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functioning of the political and social structure must include an account of sexual
difference as this marks the human subject's relation to the symbolic contract:
which is the social contract (Sellers, 1991 on Kristeva). What this paper hopes to
add to the extant body of broadly critical accounting literature is not, in any way,
a better philosophy but rather a different philosophy, onc that is uniquely
concerned with the empowerment of women and men. This paper is written with

a powerful awareness of other important struggles.

The philosophical position in the paper is derived from the work of several
contecmporary French women writcrs, notably from the work of Héléne Cixous.
Cixous has been classificd, along with Luce Irigaray, Julia Kristeva and Catherine
Clement as a "post-structuralist/radical/French feminist”. (Sec Marks and de
Courtivron (1980), Duchen, (1986), Weedon (1987), Moi (1987), and Jardine
(1987).) Although these writers arc often classificd together, it should be pointed
out that there are many important differences among them. Their similantics
derive from the different intellectual currents of post war France (Duchen, 1986).
These women writers have cach, to a greater or lesser extent, taken from their
understandings of the works of Roland Barthes (1957, 1970), Jacques Derrida
(cspecially 1976, 1978), Michel Foucault and Jacques Lacan. Barthes, Derrida,
Foucault and Lacan have cach in their own very different ways been concerned
with the "decentring"” of the masculine logocentric system which has dominated
Western thought since the time of the Greeks. There is a body of work in
accounting drawing on the insights of Barthes, Derrida, and Foucault, for
cxample, Miller and O'Leary (1987), Hopwood (1987b), Hoskin and Macve
(1986, 1988), Arrington and Francis (1989), Cooper and Puxty (1991).
Unlortunatcly some of this work docs not scem to reflect a genuinely radical
recading of Barthes, Derrida and Foucault (Neimark, 1990, Moore, 1991). Writers
like Cixous, Kristeva and Irigaray have nccessarily started with "masculine
philosophy” but their concern with the feminine has taken them radically beyond

it. The influence of Derridian deconstruction on their writing shows through in
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their desire to invert the traditional hierarchy and assert the primacy of the

feminine.

In following the work of Héléne Cixous, this paper could be classified as a
radical/poststructuralist feminist onc. However, throughout the paper the author
has chosen to use the word feminine rather than feminist. This is certainly not an
attempt to be cagey or obscure. Indeed the use of the word feminine gives

immediate problems to the paper in the sense that the word feminine connotes

very different concepts from those which the paper intends. But there are many
important reasons for choosing our language carefully. One reason, and this goes
to the heart of the paper, is to do with the way in which our language works and
the problems that gives in trying to develop new and radical ideas using extant
language. It will become apparent through reading this paper that our everyday
common usage of language in society helps to perpetuate the status quo and
following from this, it is difficult to cxpress or imagine new and radical ideas.
Language is always alrcady in existence "outside" of us, and on acquiring 1t, we
lcarn about ourselves and the society in which we live. Our access to the real
world is mediated by language. By learning how to name something we learn a
traditional, fixed (although not unalterable) way of understanding it. It is difficult
to imaginc an "clscwhere" without having the language to do so. This is a rcal
problem and challenge to a paper such as this. If the paper seems ambiguous or
maddcningly difficult to "tic down" it 1s because the author is striving for new
understandings and ways of secing using extant language. One way of striving for
new understandings is to "open-up” language and allow for "ambiguity". The
papcr desires this openness; it wishes to present possibilities for change. This
poses questions about the recader. How should the reader interpret such a (any)
text? ‘The feminine reader must remain open to the meanings in the text, without
sccking to imposc "his" preconceptions or desires, or attempting to make sense of

the text in order to construct "his" position as reader (Scllers, 1991).
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The use of the word feminine written in the context of this paper is not only
intended to connote a chain of concepts such as caring, warmth, kindness, softness
and so on, although these are all important qualities. It is intended also as
something different. Itis hoped that after reading this paper feminine will connote
among many other things - a revolutionary potential, a new way of thinking, non-
competitiveness and giving. The word feminist is consciously not used because
the sign feminist has become a (culturally designated) masculine term, defining
women in men's terms. As such it is a type of closure which militates against the

aims of this paper. The usc of the word "feminine" 1s also poignant for this paper
since it follows Héléne Cixous's adoption of the term "feminin" which stems from
her development of a radical responsc to logos or to the laws which govern
patriarchy and capitalism found in language (the non and nom of accounting). In
French, the adjective feminin encompasses both the English adjectives "female”
and "feminine". Indced, translation frequently requires the usc of the word
"women's" for feminin. This paper proposes that the coming to life of the feminine
through deep changes in the dominant discursive practices of our time, will
nccessarily alter the way we think, open up new possibilitics, and make oppression
in social discursive practices no longer an incvitability. The writing of this paper

is intended as a very small gesture towards opening up new possibilities.

Cixous's work is at once both difficult and casy to read. What sets her apart from
other woman writers - pocts or theorcticians - is the intricate part played by theory
and poetry in her writing (Conley, 1984). This is delibcrate. She writes a
feminine text. Cixous will be frequently quoted 1n this paper in an attempt to
avoid the "masculinity" of an accounting paper, to suggest a plurality of
authorship - I recognise that I am not the sole of author of my writing. It may also
give the reader a "feel" for her work and encourage her to read the original texts.
Cixous attcmpts to cnsurc that her text cannot be ticd down. To achicve this, her

work is full of word play and ncologism. Wordplay is an important tcchnique for
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changing the focus of the discourse, hence making and finding new discourses,
letting the repressed (other) come into language. It is a practice used by Cixous
(and other French writers) to subvert the univocal, patriarchal meanings that have
constituted the authority of language. The word play in Cixous's French text is not
fully translatable. For example the title of Cixous and Clement's, "The Newly
Born Woman" in french is, "La Jeune Nee", this sounds like La Genet : referring
to Jean Genet, a "feminine writing outlaw", 1t also sounds like La je n'est : There
I, a subject is not; and La je unc nais : There I, a (feminine) subject, am born
(Wing, 86). Thesc difficultics have led Ward Jouve (1991) to suggest that
translation problems have meant that Cixous is misunderstood in English speaking
countries. Alongside the translation problems the different philosophical
traditions of English speaking countrics make Cixous's work difficult toread. But
there is no correct reading of Cixous's work; we should attempt to read it without

our preconceptions and with an awareness of translation difficultics.

Cixous would have us be agents sabotaging the Symbolic structure that
systematically excludes the "feminine". The way to achicve this is by writing.
L'écriture féminine is an important subversive strategy for Cixous. Her work was
chosen (rather than that of her contemporaries, whom the author also finds much
agreement with) because of its optimism and its "non-cssentialism" (the way in
which she avoids fixing scxuality biologically). She was also partly chosen
because her work doces not deny the importance of class struggle- "Not that in
order to be a woman-in-struggle(s) you have to leave the class struggle or
repudiate it", and again from the same text, "...Iet nothing stop you: not man; not
the imbecilic capitalist machinery, in which publishing houses are the crafty
obscquious roller of imperatives handed down by an economy that works against
us and off our backs..", (Cixous, 1976). She is also able to take the step that

Jameson accuses Lyotard (p xit, 1979) of being unable to do. She posits, not the

disappcarance of the great master-narratives, but their passage underground as it

were, their continuing but now unconscious effectivity as a way of "thinking
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about" and acting in our current situation.

The future must no longer be determined by the past. I do not deny that
the effects of the past are still with us. But I refuse to strengthen them by
repeating them, to confer upon them an irremovability the equivalent of
destiny, to confuse the biological and the cultural.

(Cixous, 1976)

This paper 1s rather "Anglo-Saxon" in its attempt to consider a practical
(accounting) application of Cixous's work. However, 1t could also be seen as
embracing Cixous's creative play and punning, asking "What if?....", "lets have
another go at this", "try it this way", "can accountants solve environmental
problems" and "what would a feminine accounting be like?". This will open up
images to interpretation and multiplicity. Despite the translation difficulties,

Anglo-Saxon readings of Cixous can add to the multiple interpretations of her

work.

Accounting for the environment??

If we are trying to move away from closure towards opening up language to allow
for new possibilities we must first try to open up our socially constructed concepts
of the environment. To try to tie the environment down to any definition is to go
against the feminine which would allow for nature's (albeit socially constructed)
multiplicity. Indeed natureis a fairly recent cultural construct -- nature was added
on to "human reality" by the seventeenth-century rise of the natural sciences
(Harland, 1987). A disturbing example of an attempt to "tie-down" the
environment can be seen in the British Chartered Association of Certified
Accountants's recently sponsored report on the "greening of accountancy". The
report came up with two alternatives. Its more "radical" alternative was to try to

build on the distinction between man-made capital and natural capital. This false
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dichotomy could lead to horrific ways of accounting. If trees are natural and
children/workers are man-made and if we are told that our concern should be the
sustainability of natural capital, then we would be more concerned about the
destruction of trees in South America than the nightly murders of children by
death squads or the conditions of South American workers. It should be
recognised that whatever the arguments are for and against accounting for the
environment, that any attempt to do so will be a violence against multiplicity and
against the Other. Using current discursive practices, the inclusion of some things
in any definition will mean the exclusion of Other things. The problem 1s made
much worse by the way in which the Other (or non-privileged term) is
appropriated, controlled and destroyed in the present patriarchal/capitalist order.
Of course it can be argued that it is not possible to include everything in

accounting but this surely highlights the problem.

In an attempt to subvert the current continued destruction of "nature”, the paper
takes a feminine view of the issue. Several women writers have used feminine
spectacles to view the current concern with the environment. Their powerfully put

case that the feminine is perhaps the only way forward in addressing issues of
planetary destruction is (at least!) worthy of consideration. However, their case
i1s rarely considered. Writers like Mary Daly and Francoise d'Eaubonne have
placed the blame for the destruction of the environment on the existing masculine
metaphysical symbolic order. This is a new, insightful turn. Catherine Clement
in the "Guilty One", (part of the "Newly Born Woman", Cixous, 1986) vividly
shows how guilt and blame in socicty ate placed on women. Mary Daly (1979,
p 253), notes how we are familiar with "the omnipresent "blaming the mother”
syndrome among psychotherapists from Freud downward". Daly later notes (p
291), that women have been blamed for the destruction of the environment. These
women writers have called for struggles against the existing order, so that it can
“be replaced with a new feminine symbolic order. The work of Francoise

d'Eaubonne who set up "Ecologie-Feminisme" in Paris, in 1972 is particularly
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important. She has been concerned with environmental issues since 1949.
Despite being an early leader in the field, her work has, to a large extent, gone
unnoticed, even by "ecologists". Throughout history women's voices have been
frustratingly stifled. In "La feminisme ou la mort" (1974), d'Eaubonne maintains
that the destruction of the planet is due to the profit motive inherent in masculine
power and that no masculine-led "revolution" will counteract the horrors of
overpopulation and destruction of natural resources. Her fusion of "feminism"
and ccology leads her to offer one choice - feminism or death. Mary Daly (1978)
asserts that phallic myth and language generate, legitimate, and mask the material
pollution that threatens to terminate all sentient life on this planet. Shearer and
Arrington (forthcoming), too, have used "feminine" spectacles and have addressed
the 1ssues of the destruction of the "environment", relating it to the phallogocentric
nature of accounting. This paper follows the lead and perspective of these writers
In their new radical ways of seeing (among many other things) the issues of
planetary destruction, in order to address certain issues for accountants and
teachers of accounting. The author aims to show how accounting is an intricate
part of this masculine metaphysical symbolic order. The concern with the
feminine 1n this section perhaps raises the issue of essentialism once again. The
destruction of the planet is seen here as being linked to the masculine symbolic
order whose main metaphor is one-ness. The feminine, whose main metaphor is

multiplicity is opposed to this. The issues of essentialism, the masculine and the

feminine are the subjects of the next section.

The Risk of Essentialism

Some readers of Cixous's work have "accused" her of essentialism. She does not
have to be read as an essentialist. The "accusation of essentialism" is often
levelled against radical/post-structuralist feminists (like Hélene Cixous) as if they

have committed some Kind of ghastly crime, because of their use of féminité as
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a challenge to male centred thinking. Spivak (1987), reminds us that in the hands
of the dispossessed themselves, essentialism can be a powerful strategic weapon.
Cixous, however, herself denies that she 1s an essentialist. It could be that some
of the difficulties in reading Cixous may come from the relationship between
theory and praxis in her texts. Her poetic writing is a political poetic where the
word does not point to a signified but takes itself as object. But her writing does

have a political goal-in-movement. Her writing is intended to revalorise "women"
who have been repressed and forgotten (Conley, 1984). It is in her desire to

revalorise women that she risks the charge of essentialism. Spivak (1987, p 152)

poses the issue in the following way-

What we must answer is not the false problem...which consists of
measuring the role of biological factors and the "role" of social factors in
the behaviour of sexed individuals - but rather the following questions:

In what way is the biological political? In other words, what 1s the
political function of the biological?

To women who have been constituted as lack, Cixous brings an affirmative new
constitution of subjectivity. This can bring about valuable self-confidence, and

perhaps for the first time a recognition that women's material position in society

is not their fault and that they deserve better.

In Cixous's writings masculine and feminine do not refer to anatomical organs.
To her, the body is always a ciphered body. Cixous shows that the potential for
"masculinity” and "femininity" is present in both sexes, and that our gender

identities are not fixed to one pole or another, but mediate between them over a

fluctuating range of possibilities.

As I often said, my work aims at getting rid of words like "feminine" and
"masculine”, "femininity" and "masculinity", even "man" and "woman",

which designate that which cannot be classified inside of a signifier except
by force and violence and which goes beyond it in any case.
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(Cixous, 1982, in a conversation with Conley)

In "Tancrede continue", (Cixous, 1983), a reading of Tasso, the positions of men
and women are infinitely destabilized and interchangeable. Indeed, while a
"feminine" position is privileged in Cixous's writings as the way forward for
women and men, the pure adoption of this position is shown to be both untenable
and undesirable. In the same way that the interdiction of phallic law forces the
Infant to recognise others' need and desires, so elements of "masculinity" are
required to ensure the provision of "order" and the imposition of necessary limits.
Cixous does not deny that there is biological sexual difference. She argues that
the biological differences between the sexes give rise to different bodily
experiences, and thus create different sources of knowledge. While these "sexual”
experiences are only a small part of the experience of being human, Cixous shows
how they involve different perceptions,' and contain the potential for different
metaphors of understanding (Sellers 1988). The main metaphor, (or perhaps
symbol) of femininity, is multiplicity, (both in the sense of the possibility of
multiple orgasm and multiple sites of orgasm, often still repressed) and of

masculinity 1s "one-ness".

.. then we can inhabit the world where the feminine being and the
masculine being come into contact, exchange with each other, caress each
other, respect each other, are quite incapable of maintaining a discourse
as to their exact differences, but live them, these differences, and where -
as the opening to the text tells us - if masculine and feminine agree with
cach other (I cannot say understand each other, because they do not
understand each other) it is because there is feminine, there is masculine,
In the one and in the other. There are obviously points of conjunction -
which does not mean identification.

Cixous, 1988

While the feminine can be seen as an empowering philosophy for women, it will

also be argued here that it could be way forward for both men and women. The

paper will now return to accounting and consider its masculine nature.
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Debits and credits and security

This section aims to show contemporary philosophy's (especially Derrida's work
on language) effect on Cixous and how that can be used to widen our account of
accounting. Itaims to disrupt accounting's claim to be able to represent economic
reality by brief reference to Derrida's work on metaphysics. It then goes on to
consider the masculine phallogocentric nature of accounting. Cixous has been
called the most-Derridian of all the French feminists (Sellers, 1991). In an

interview with Conley (1984, p 148), Cixous said

"As far as women are concerned, some ground breaking work has been
done on the question of difference, on the differential by Derrida. We

know and use his work."
Firstly then, Derrida's work on language will be considered, then Cixous's

"supplement" to Derrida will be discussed.

Decrrida attacks western metaphysics (a belief in a reality external to discourse that
can be described and represented). Metaphysics is based on the assumption that
"true meaning" is possible or that we can grasp the essence of a thing in its
integrity. There is no possibility of grasping the essence of object, a concept, a
person, anything, in an unmediated way - we pass through language, and language
crecates mediated meaning (Duchen 1986). Thus for Derrida, language works
through "differance", both of spacing and temporalizing (see Harland p 138).
Jacques Derrida undertakes a radical critique of rationalist theories of language,
consciousness and the logocentric tradition of Western metaphysics which
presupposes that the meaning of concepts is fixed prior to their articulation in
language. He describes the various philosophies that have attempted to erect a
transcendental signified which will confer meaning on the world as logocentric.
Like Cixous he perceives the effort to establish an "origin" as masking the desire

to lay claim to the world by organising it in a particular way. Logocentric is
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derived from the Greek logos which could be translated as word. Logos brings
together the inward rational principle of verbal texts, the inward rational principle
of human beings, and the inward rational principle of the natural universe. Logos
further combines all these meanings with a further meaning - the law (Harland,
1987). To Derrida, the metaphysical error of assuming that Being is determined
by being there or being present, has atfected the entire way of understanding in the
Western world. Being (or presence), is contrasted with absence, and all categories
of thought are divided into either/or binary metaphysical oppositions. This has the
cffect of allowing the first term to be valued above the second. Cixous extends
this to argue that our present language is not only logocentric, but phallogocentric,
seeking to fix meaning on a primary opposition of male/female reproducing the
"patriarchal" order. This means that our cultural male attributes symbolised by the
phallus are seen in every instance as being superior to the feminine, which i1s
symbolised by multiplicity. Cixous sets multiplicity or otherness against

phallogocentrism. Culler (1983, p 173) writes that

In "Sorties" Héléne Cixous contrasts man's neurotic fixation on a phallic
monosexuality with woman's bisexuality which, she argues, ought to give -
women a privileged relation to writing. Male sexuality denies and resists
otherness, while bisexuality is an acceptance of otherness within the self,

as 1s writing.....Woman's writing should affirm this relation to otherness;
It should take strength from its more immediate access to literariness and

its ability to escape male desires for mastery and domination.

Otherness encompasses that which is outside of the dominant conceptual system.
It does not subscribe to an identifiable set of norms, values and practices that the
Western Judaco-Christian world can assimilate and understand (Duchen, 1986).
So far, in accounting at least, nature or the environment has been treated as
"Outside" (an externality). The concept of the feminine, as that which resists and
challenges patriarchy in its discursive and psychological manifestations, is

representative of the Other. Cixous writes of this binary opposition and otherness

1n the following way.
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Where is she?
Activity/passivity
Sun/Moon
Culture/Nature

Day/Night

Father/Mother
Head/Heart
Intelligible/Palpable
Logos/Pathos

Form, convex, step, advance, semen, progress.

Matter, concave, ground-where steps are taken, holding-and dumping
ground.

Man
Woman

Always the same metaphor: we follow it, it carries us, beneath all its
figures, wherever discourse is organized. If we read or speak, the same
thread or double braid is leading us through literature, philosophy,
criticism, centuries of representation and reflection.
Thought has always worked through opposition.

(Cixous, 1986, p 63)

In double-entry systems of accounting, there is an implicit assumption that all

categories of "life" can be divided into a single binary opposition, debit/credit.
This double braid is very robust in accounting, we have the highly visible -
profit/loss, revenue/expense, receipt/payment, debtor/creditor, asset/liability,
etficiency/inefficiency, favourable variance/unfavourable variance, and perhaps
the slightly less wvisible - have/have not, my own/not my own,
controllable/uncontrollable, normal/abnormal, measurable/immeasurable, signifi-
cant/insignificant, prudent/extravagant (foolish?), accepted/unusual, and so on.
Debits and Credits, in terms of accounting have become almost "transcendental
signifiers" explaining griding/organising/ordering very nearly everything, or at
least everything that it would wish to count. The Outside (things that do not count
in accounting) are left with no real(?) value. Hines (1988) notes that given time,

accountants will think of ways of accounting for anything (including pollution).

This means that, through accounting, almost anything in our society, is supposedly

reducible to some kind of binary opposite.
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However, accounting doesn't feel like a violent system. Accounting (language)
makes us feel secure. It mirrors the binary opposites way of thinking we learned
as small children. Like language, accounting is a law which organises what is
thinkable by oppositions. We feel safe with accounting. We have a fixed time
each year (month, or whatever) when the accounts are balanced off, some are
transferred 1nto the profit and loss account through which we accumulate our
capital, then the balances are "checked" (debits equal credits) through the balance
sheet. The whole system is "at one with" binary opposites, it is clean, goal centred
(what is the profit?, what is our capital accumulation?), but perhaps most of all it
leaves us feeling non-exposed. The logocentric nature of accounting makes it
lawful, secure and prudent. For as Harland, (1987, p 146), puts it, "logos" as an
inward rational principle serves to control and take charge of outward material
things. Any version of "logos" can therefore give us a feeling of mastery, of being
"on top". And any version of "logos" can save us from our greatest (masculine)
human fear of "letting go". But, as Harland reminds us, "any version of "logos"

is mere wishful thinking as far as Derrida is concerned", (Harland, 1987, p 146).

Cixous's work could be used to extend this analysis of accounting. The
"masculine” phallogocentric nature of accounting privileging the masculine over
the feminine, tends towards its being naturally aligned to goal centredness in terms
of the profit motive or capital accumulation motive. "Efficiency" is seen only in
certain terms, normally profit maximization or cost minimization. If one thinks
then of trying to take account of the environment, this would mean forcing
nature's multiplicity into accounting's binary oppositions, which is a violence
against nature, a denial of her multiplicity. But to account for nature, to bring it
into our "binary opposition system par excellence", would indeed make us feel

more secure. This is how the masculine can master (get on top of!) environmental

problems (not our problems). Holes in the ozone layer are very frightening. But

what would be the effect of accounting for the environment? If as D'Eaubonne

has pointed out, it is the profit motive itself which has led to the destruction of the
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environment, surely a way forward would be to destroy the profit motive. In a

system where the Logos is profit, and more profit is better than less, then perhaps,
if we started to account for nature, even more profits would be squeezed from

nature.

The concern with what will happen to the "environment", if it comes under even
closer scrutiny by accountants, is a dominant concern of this paper. But is there
an escape from the existing metaphysical symbolic order? Is the "environment"
doomed? Cixous sees a potential to escape from metaphysics. She sees that there
could be another way of thinking, one that includes the feminine and therefore
destroys logocentrism and masculine domination (Duchen, 1986). Cixous sees
Ecriture féminine as being a way to challenge phallogocentrism. Writing disrupts
the "metaphysics of presence", which makes the speaking subject the guarantor
of meaning. This is important; many of semen(al) often quoted "authority bullets”
come from masculine writing which is mostly written by men. The move also
avoids tying feminine and masculine language to the biological sex of the
speaking subject. Cixous sees texts such as those written by Jean Genet as

feminine texts. Thus Cixous sees the importance of language as a site of struggle.
This will be familiar to most readers. Many movements have chosen to present
positive images of themselves through the use of language - gay liberation, black
liberation and so on. A gesture towards the possibility of "feminine" account-

ing(s) will be written at the end of the paper.

The feminine and the laws of accounting

In much of her early work Cixous disrupts phallogocentric semen(al) writings that
are deeply sedimented 1n our thinking (for example she writes about Freud and the

Bible). The hierarchical structure man/woman has been marked in endless ways,
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from the account of Adam and Eve in the Bible, through Freud, to the semantic,
morphological, and etymological relations of man and woman in English (Culler,
1984). Cixous shows how an attentive reading of the Bible highlights the
functioning of the myth of an originary first term or logos. Three properties of the
law become apparent: the law is a word; it is a word which had no meaning
because there was no such thing as death in the paradisiacal state; and the law has

a relationship to both knowledge and pleasure (Sellers, 1988).

"..at the beginning of everything there is an apple, and this apple, when 1t
is talked about, is said to be a not-to-be-fruit. There 1s an apple, and
straight away there is the law. It is the start of libidinal education, it 1s
here that one begins to share in the experience of the secret because the
law is incomprehensible. God says if you taste the fruit of the tree of
knowledge, you will die. It is absolutely incomprehensible. What rich
terrain for the theologians and philosophers, since for Eve "you will die”
does not mean anything, since she is in the paradisiac state where there 1s
no death. She receives the most hermetic discourse there is, the absolute
discourse. We will find it again in the story of Abraham who receives an
order from God which might also seem incomprehensible, except that
Abraham obeys without questioning, absolutely. Itis the experience of the
secret, the enigma of the apple, of this apple which is invested with every
kind of power. And what we are told is that knowledge might begin with
the mouth, with the discovery of the taste of something: knowledge and
taste go together. What is at stake here is the mystery which is assailed by
law, the law which is absolute, verbal, invisible, negative, it is a symbolic
coup de force and its force is its invisibility, its non-existence, its force of
denial, its "not" [(the non of accounting in terms of this paper - author)).
And facing the law, there is the apple which is, is, is. It is the struggle
between an undesirable, unverifiable, indecisive absence, and a presence,
a presence which is not only a presence: the apple is visible and it can be

held up to the mouth, it is full, it has an 1nside........... It is not insignificant
that in the beginning there should be a scene of pleasure which takes this
form.

Cixous, 1988, p 16

This text demonstrates the revolutionary nature of the feminine. It is a new and

radical perspective. All too often women are portrayed as being conservative,

afraid of "rocking the boat" and so on. It is the feminine which is on the outside
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which 1s not afraid of disrupting, going inside. It is possible to use the same
radical feminine underpinnings to disrupt the logos of accounting. Alternative
readings of many accounting texts will show the functioning of source myths in

accounting. It is, for example possible to consider the word capital in terms of the

its laws and relationships to pleasure in a playful way following Cixous-

At the beginning of everything there is capital and when it is talked about
1S said to be a "to-be-maintained-capital". It is a capital that should not be
caten, but left hanging on a tree to grow like an apple. There is a capital

and straight away there is a law (a good law?). We are in a capitalist state
where for companies (even the most wicked and destructive ones) there

is no natural death. What will happen if the capital i1s distributed? Given
away? Eaten? Are we to be denied this pleasure?

The feminine can question and disrupt the (law) logos, interrupt our entire history,
and negate the self-admiring, self-stimulating, self-congratulatory
phallogocentrism. Why self-admiring, self-stimulating and self-congratulatory?
This again comes from the established pattern of perception and classification in
the West. Man's desire for origins - to be at the origin - has initiated a process of
separation in which the self-same, the own-self (what is mine hence what is good),

is differentiated from whatever menaces my own good - the (bad) Other. The

Other to be expropriated, controlled or destroyed.

And one becomes aware that the Empire of the Selfsame 1s erected from
a fear that, in fact, is typically masculine: the fear of expropriation, of
separation, of losing the attribute. In other words, the threat of castration
has an impact. Thus, there is arelationship between the problematic of the
not-selfsame, not-mine (hence of desire and the urgency of
reappropriation) and the constitution of a subjectivity that experiences
itself only when it makes the law, its strength, and its mastery felt, and it
can all be understood on the basis of masculinity because this subjectivity
is structured around a loss. Which is not the case with femininity.

(Cixous, 1986, p 80)

Mas(k)culine gestures based on the notion of unified, self-present subjects of

Pagc 55



rationality are made here and there in accounting. But there is no recognition of
the masculine fear of thinking the unthinkable, giving up power and control and
struggling for difference. Calls are made for corporate social reporting,

"participative budgeting", accountability (in terms of masculine power, or agency

relationships). They are all in the end doomed to the masculine proliferation of
the self-same (what is like me and hence what is good/safe) - a feminine affective
economy of gift, affirmation and love would be more disruptive. Love here 1s a
love relation in which "each one would keep the other alive and different”: "each
would take the risk of other, of difference, without feeling threatened by the
existence of otherness, rather, delighting to increase through the unknown that is
there to discover" (Sellers, 1991, p 17, quoting Cixous). At present,
environmental accounting too, being founded on phallogocentric understandings,
will be unable to bring about revolutionary change despite the high hopes and
desires of some of its proponents. In the following section the notion of a unified,

self-present, rational subject so commonly found in accounting writings IS

considered further.

Rationality, subjectivity and accountability

Previous sections gesture towards how accounting affects us personally, creates
security and so on. This is not new in the accounting literature, (see for example,

Miller and O'Leary, (1987), Cooper et al (1992)), but is at present rather undevel-

oped. How does accounting create security? The following two sections take a
different view from the extant literature in accounting. They will propose that we
are not the unified, self-present, rational subjects that much accounting literature
supposes us to be, but rather that we are insecure, anxious, contradictory, socially
constructed subjects whose prime desire is for security through recognition. Here

the paper concentrates on Cixous's work on the construction of subjectivity which

draws from the writings of Freud and Lacan. Almost any discussion of Freud will
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involve consideration of the Oedipus complex and castration. The author
acknowledges the horrific practice of the castration of women in some societies;
but since the paper is dealing with a disruption of Western phallogocentrism, it
regrettably cannot be dealt with here. The notion of subjectivity refers to the
conscious and unconscious thoughts and emotions of the individual, her sense of
herself and ways of understanding her relations to the world. These are
precarious, contradictory in process, and constantly being reconstituted in
discourse each time we think or speak. There 1S no essence at the heart of the
individual which is unique, fixed and coherent and which makes her what she is
(we are not essentially utility or profit maximisers). The importance of
psychoanalysis and the construction of subjectivity in both its Freudian and
Lacanian forms, for this paper, lies in the challenge it offers discourses like
accounting, which assume the unified, self-present, biologically determined
subject of rationality. This question is of obvious interest to feminists. Are
women naturally (essentially) different from men? The concept of an
unconscious, and the separation of the psychic structures of femininity and
masculinity from direct biological determination, are both important. They are
stages in the development of a theoretical position from which the cultural
meanings of gender, and the forms of subjectivity in and through which they are
realized, become open to transformation (Weedon, 1987). This is an important
1ssue for accountants too, especially in their often unquestioned assumptions
regarding rationality, the possibility of our being able to use "neutral" information
tfor decision making, for example. It 1s an important issue too for accounting

academics so grossly under-represented in terms of women. Explanations of this

cannot be reduced to "natural” differences between the sexes.

Cixous differentiates between the pre-Oedipal phase in which there is no
patriarchal oppression since the child in this phase has no language, and the post-
Oedipal phase in which the feminine is most often located in the unconscious,

repressed by the structures of phallogocentrism. Freud's thesis is that when the
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Oecdipal complex disappears the super-ego becomes its heir. Atthe moment when
the boy begins to feel the threat of castration, he begins to overcome the Oedipus
complex, with the help of a severe super ego. But, according to Freud at least, the
girl's development is inevitably controlled by the pressure of a less severe
superego: the discovery of her castration results in a less vigorous superego.
Cixous finds in Freud's account a useful model for the process by which the
amorphic, desire-driven human infantis socialised to assume its adult role. Desire

arrives at the time when an infant is separated from its mother. But she finds

Freud's post-Oedipal phase to be problematic.

But sexual difference is not determined by the fantasized relationship to
anatomy, which is based, to a great extent, upon the point of view,
therefore upon a strange importance accorded (by Freud and Lacan) to

exteriority and to the specular in the elaboration of sexuality. A voyeur's
theory of course.

(Cixous, 1986)

Cixous adds insights into Freud's theory that men are socialised by the fear of
castration, at least in a symbolic sense. Women have never been castrated,
symbolically or otherwise, yet, in Freudian analysis, the non-castrated male may
feel a triumphant contempt for, or horror of the supposedly mutilated female. But
to Cixous, "female" libidinal economy is symbolised, not by castration, but by
multiplicity and jouissance. Jouissance is a word used by Cixous to refer to the
Intense, rapturous pleasure which women know and which men fear (Cixous,
1986, Eds note). The idea of jouissance and the female body contain certain
difficulties for some readers. Jouve Ward (1991, p 54) notes that jouissance and
the body are written about as, "strange foreign goods, that after due scrutiny, and
customs approval, must be allowed on the supermarket shelves if "American
women" are to have the best of all worlds". However, making a woman's
jouissance a starting point for disruption makes writers like Héléne Cixous's ideas

immediate, poignant, powérful and perhaps most importantly, accessible to most

women. Thus Cixous reverses the Freudian led contempt for the supposedly

mutilated woman by opposing jouissance to this. She sees the discovery of
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women's jouissance by men as being an even greater fear than the fear of

castration.

Too bad for them if they fall apart on discovering that women aren't men,
or that their mother doesn't have one. But isn't this fear convenient for

them? Wouldn't the worst be, isn't the worst, in truth, that women aren't
castrated,

(Cixous, 1976)

The importance of language is missing from much of Freud's analysis. Jacques
Lacan has rewritten some of Freud's work to take account of language. Lacanian
psychoanalysis is important since it can help uncover the working upon and within
us of phallogocentric language (Gallop and Burke, 1980). To Lacan (p 20, 1979),
"the unconscious is structured like a language". This may seem peculiar to Anglo-
Saxon readers of Freud who base their reading on the belief that biology i1s
underlying and basic. Lacan appears to take a more structuralist perspective, "the
unconscious is neither primordial nor instinctual; what it knows about the
clementary is no more that the elements of the signifier", (p 316, 1972). An

interesting parallel here is hypnosis. Modern-day hypnotists believe that hypnosis
works primarily on verbal suggestion. The Unconscious that hypnosis reveals is
an Unconscious that answers to language (Harland, p 35, 1987). Lacan has
redrawn Freud's model to show how severance from the (m)other entails the
infant's need to symbolise what is thereby constituted as other. The passage from
the "imaginary" state of the symbiotic dependence on the (m)other, to the
"symbolic" stage of ego definition and control, is thus seen to be concomitant with

the acquisition of language.

One important feature of Lacan's work (or accounting and for this paper) is his
concept of the Symbolic Order. Lacan's Symbolic Order is the way in which

socictics are regulated by a series of signs, roles, and rituals which have meaning
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only 1n relation to each other, forming recognizable codes and expressed in
language. The Symbolic Order is already in place in society and must be accepted
and internalised by a child in order to function adequately as a social subject; at
the same time as the child unconsciously internalises these sets of rules of
language and behaviours s/he is produced by them at the level of the unconscious.
The symbolic order is not arbitrary, cannot be chosen at will, is not set up by
accident. It is dependent upon the law which tounds society, the law of the father
represented by the authority invested in his name (his nom) and his power to
forbid (his non) (Duchen, 1986). Accounting i1s dependent on this law which
founds society, hence the name of the paper. The acceptance of the father's word
(logos) is essential to the development of the (boy) child. This acceptance takes
place through the resolution of the Oedipus complex and marks the child's entry
into the symbolic so that he is functioning within the Symbolic Order. The child's
subjecthood is constructed by, and operates within, the Symbolic Order which has
been unconsciously accepted, and just as this symbolic order structures his
conscious being, so it structures his unconscious. Accounting is part of the
symbolic order. The acquisition of accounting knowledge helps to structure our
unconscious, although it may do so -in contradictory ways. Its acquisition
nevertheless presents us with an altered subjectivity. Accounting's signs, roles and
rituals "make sense" in terms of the broader symbolic order. Accounting is not
different or threatening, on the contrary it reaffirms our self-perceptions,

perceptions regarding others and our perceptions of the world. Indeed attacks on

accounting - suggestions that it cannot be made better, that it is destructive, that
it cannot "help" the environment, that agency theory is filthy - can be threatening.

They are threats to logos.

It masculine subjectivity is constructed by fear of castration, and if the worst
masculine fear is the discovery that he, the man, is missing out, that women aren't
castrated, then our "masculinity" consciously or unconsciously would feel

exceedingly uncomfortable even with something so conservative as a "feminine
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(castrating) multiple accounting”. It is possible that there have been a few

attempts by accountants to make accounting "less binary", such as discussions on
multi-column reporting, triple-entry-book-keeping, more emphasis on narrative

(in phallogocentric binary language) and so on. Indeed the profit and loss account

has increasingly lost its binary balanced format since it is frequently presented in
the vertical rather than the horizontal format (Cooper et al, 1992). It has indeed
become more symbolic of the phallus but still based on a binary opposition
system. The fear of castration could be unconsciously reflected in the masculine
fear of becoming castrated by losing the profit figure or the profit and loss
account. This makes the problem of deriving a way of accounting for the
environment particularly difficult, especially if it would involve the "cutting oft”
of profit in any way. For example in a recent "green" issue of Accountancy, (p 70,

1990), Maxwell quotes, and does not disagree with David Smith a director of

Environment Services, speaking about environmental audit,

It is of course possible merely to measure the effect of your activities, how
much pollution you are causing, and whether you are within the law.... But
in the context of a highly-competitive market, compliance in itself 1s
unlikely to be sufficient. There are two further factors for consideration -

the chance to enhance your corporate image, and the opportunity to create
business advantage and maximise profitability.
(author's emphasis)

Perhaps of greater disruption in terms of accounting is the realization that we are

not independent rational subjects, but are rather "already worldly" in the sense
that, on acquiring (accounting) language, we accept a Symbolic Order which 1S
already in place. If one accepts this then we are not intentional subjects in control
of our own destiny. The mistake of assuming that we are independent rational
subjects has also perhaps been made by the British Green party (which has a
policy of "democratic accountability"). It is of course phallogocentric to write
about The British Green party. The membership of the Green party 1s very
eclectic (ranging from anarcho-syndicalist to conservative). Both words

(democratic and accountability) should be considered in terms of their tendentious
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castration and Oedipus complexes. The resolution of these complexes brings
about the gender specific organization of the drives, the psyche and the
unconscious. The secondary split 1s between the I which speaks and the I which
is represented in the utterance. Just as the infant of the mirror stage misrecognises
itself as unified and in physical control of itself, so the speaking subject in the
symbolic order misrecognises itself and its utterance as one and assumes that it is

the author of meaning (Weedon, 1987).

Lacan's anxious human subject, with its imaginary relations and its empty core,
imprinted by the world through language, 1s far from the notion of true self-
identity and the autonomous, intentional human subject always at the heart of
western thought (Duchen, 1986). If the loss of individual selthood 1s the ultimate
fear, then the confirmation of selfhood is the ultimate desire. (There are of course
many ways in which we attempt to confirm self-hood, including, making those

around us into "mirrors", "imaginary"/pretend decision making, driving big cars,
looking at information and feeling "outside" of it or able to "control” it, recreating
ourselves through labour, and recreating ourselves through budgets or the
accumulation of capital!) In Lacanian psychoanalysis desire surmounts and
wholly dominates over the supposedly "basic" needs of the organism. In the end,
nothing can ever truly satisfy (this) desire because no amount of recognition from
others can confirm ones selfhood. Lacan suggests that this kind of desire is what
- Freud was trying to grasp in the concept of death drive, the drive towards
negativity. However, Lacan fixes the root of this problem, not biologically, but
In our Western society, which places great emphasis on the private individual.
This unsatisfied desire in Western culture is likely to provoke aggression,
dissatisfaction, destruction and alienation. It is possible to link Lacan's
"masculine" desire to Francoise d'Eaubonne's (1974) placing complete
responsibility for the destruction of the planet on our male system. (The desire

here is masculine since to Lacan woman is outside the Symbolic Order.)

Francoise d'Eaubonne asserts that the destruction of the planet started long ago
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nature and their current hegemonic usage. Presumably accountability involves
some kind of power relationship, which is immediately problematic. But it also
assumes firstly, the possibility of neutral information (in phallogocentric
language), and secondly the possibility of a unified, self-present, rational, subject
who 1s able to use(?) the information provided for accountability (power)
purposes. Debates about accountability continue to proliferate in the accounting,
literatufe and no doubt will become more prevalent in discussions about "green

accounting”.

Desire, Accounting and the Destruction of the Environment

This section expands on the Lacanian inSights offered in the previous section 1n
order to promote an understanding of the masculine desire-led drive towards
destruction. Lacan reinforces the case for otherness in his theory of subjectivity,
in which man is moved away from the centre of the stage, no longer in control of
his own destiny, not in possession of a non-alienated self (Duchen, 1986). To
Lacan alienation occurs through the "mirror stage". This is the stage in the
chronological development of the child between six and eighteen months, when
the child moves from the imaginary state to the "symbolic" stage of ego definition
and control. The stage of separation from the (m)other occurs when through

watching 1itself gesture, in a mirror, the child is able to experience "in play the

relation between the movements assumed in the image and the reflected
environment, and between this virtual complex and the reality it reduplicates - the
child's own body, and the persons and things around him" (Lacan, 1977, p 1). In
other words, the child's ego becomes split into the I which is watching and the I
which is watched. Because of this split, the unity and imagined control which the
child's identification with its mirror image brings is imaginary. A second splitting

of the ego occurs with entry into the symbolic order after the resolution of the
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when man discovered that he could reproduce (confirm) himself through

agriculture and through women. The masculine desire for recognition and

confirmation drives toward negativity and destruction.

Practically everybody knows that today the two most immediate threats to
survival are overpopulation and the destruction of our resources; tewer
recognise the responsibility of the male System, in so far as it is male (and
not capitalist or socialist) in these two dangers; but even fewer still have
discovered that each of the two threats is the logical outcome of one of the
two parallel discoveries which gave men their power over fifty centuries
apo: their ability to plant the seed in the earth as in women, and their
participation in the act of reproduction.

Up until then, women alone held the monopoly on agriculture, and the
male believed them impregnated by the gods. From the moment he
discovered at once his two capacities as farmer and procreator, he
instituted what Lederer (1978) calls "the great reversal" to his own
advantage. Having taken possession of the land, thus of productivity (later
of industry) and of woman's body (thus of reproduction), it was natural
that the overexplosion of both of these would end in this threatening and
parallel menace: overpopulation, surplus births, and the destruction of the
environment, surplus production.

The only change capable of saving the world today is that of the "great
reversal" of male power which is represented, after agricultural
overproductivity, by this mortal industrial expansion. Not "matriarchy”,
to be sure, nor "power-to-the-women", but destruction of power by
women. And finally, the end of the tunnel: egalitarian management of a

world to be reborn (and no longer "protected" as is still believed by the
first wave of timid ecologists).

and later,

Therefore, with a society at last in the feminine gender meaning non-
power (and not power-to-the-woman), it would be proved that no other
human group could have brought about the ecological revolution; because
none other was so directly concerned at all levels. And the two sources of
wealth which up until now have benefitted only the male would once
again beccome the expression of life and no longer the elaboration of death;

and human beings would finally be treated first as persons, and not above
all else as male or female.

And the planet in the feminine gender would become green again for all.
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(d'’Eaubonne, in Marks and Coutivron, 1974, p 66/7 & 236)

The author sees D'Eaubonne's refusal to promote a "matriarchal” society as being
exemplary of the feminine programme outlined in this paper. The paper desires
the destruction of masculine power which 1s based on egocentrism (unsatisfied
desire), fear and outright rejection or denial of difference, hierarchical oppositions,
and a ncurotic fixation on a phallic monosexuality. The Lacanian explanation of
the construction of (male) subjectivity with its contiguous unsatisfied desire goes
someway towards an explanation as to how we could be so stupid as to (for
example) go to war, destroy the environment (the two devastatingly linked in the
Gulf), and yet still imagine that we are somehow in control. It also provides some
insights into why certain people (Gray,1990, Porritt, 1989) in their desire (for
achievement/reflection, for self-perpetuation, or perhaps through a desire to be in
control/get on top of the problem) believe that accountants with their

phallogocentric binary opposition system can save the planet through accounting.

The Lacanian insights and Cixous's reading of them thus have much to offer
accounting. But Lacan is a conservative. For him there is no way out of the
existing symbolic order. To him, it is not possible for the feminine to "exist" in
the present symbolic order. But Cixous is optimistic about our ability to disrupt
the symbolic order. To this extent she could perhaps be considered as among the
most political of her contemporaries. Cixous seeks to define the feminine outside
the scheme of phallic logocentric thought in possession of a different economy.
She has been engaged in attempts to bring the feminine into existence, and seeks
ways in which the authoritarian phallogocentric and logocentric symbolic order
can be disrupted. The next scction attempts to gesture towards the feminine in

closer detail.
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The Feminine Libidinal Economy

The underlying characteristic for Cixous (and also for a contemporary of hers,
Irigaray) 1s multiplicity. If the basic drive of the masculine is to unify, to stabilize
and rationalize, then the feminine, in order to disrupt this, must remain multiple
and diffuse. Whereas the phallic, libidinal, economy is described as unitary, linear
and teleological and is concerned with domination, power and goal achievement,
the feminine is plural, circular, concentric, without goals. Feminine and
masculine libidinal economies are not restricted to sexuality and to sexual
pleasure, they are symbolised in all forms of expression, social relations, social
organisations and in accounting. Cixous's work is full of reference to the feminine
libidinal economy. She defines a feminine libidinal economy as, "a regime,

energies, a system of spending not necessarily carved out by culture", (Cixous, p
14, 1981).

Because the economy of her drives is prodigious, she cannot fail, in

seizing the occasion to speak, to transform directly and indirectly all
systems of exchange based on masculine thrift. Her libido might produce

far more radical effects of political and social change than some might like
to think. |

(Cixous, p 252,
1981) -

..she gives. She doesn't "know" what she's giving, she doesn't measure it;
she gives, though, neither a counterfeit impression nor something she
hasn't got. She gives more, with no assurance that she'll get back some

unexpected profit from what she puts out. She gives that there may be
life, thought, transformation. This is an "economy" that can no longer be

put in economic terms. Wherever she loves all the old concepts of
management are put behind. At the end of a more or less conscious
computation she finds not her sum but her differences....

(Cixous, p 264,
1981)

All history is inseparable from economy in the limited sense of the word,
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that of a certain kind of savings. Man's return - the relationship linking
him profitably to man - being, conserving it. This economy, as a law of
appropriation, is a phallocentric production. The opposition appropri-
ate/inappropriate, proper/improper, clean/unclean, mine/not mine (the
valorization of the selfsame), organises the opposition identity/difference.

Everything takes place as if, in a split second, man and being had
propriated each other. And as if his relationship to woman was still at

play as the possibility - through threatening, of the not-proper, not-clean,
not-mine: desire is inscribed as the desire to reappropriate for himself that
which seems able to escape him. The (unconscious?) stratagem and
violence of masculine economy consists in making sexual difference
hierarchical by valorizing one of the terms of the relationship, by reat-

firming what Freud calls phallic primacy. And the "difference" is always
perceived and carried out as an opposition. Masculinity/femininity are

opposed in such a way that it is male privilege that is affirmed 1n a
moment of conflict played out in advance.

(Cixous, 1986, p 80)

A feminine libidinal economy is difficult to imagine using phallogocentric
language. Indeed, any attempt to define it can only pervert or destroy it.
However, one element of the feminine libidinal economy is the gift. Cixous’s
influences for her writing on the gift are probably Claude Lévi Strauss, Simone
de Beauvoir, Georges Bataille (and Derrida's reading of him) and Marcel Mauss's
Essai sur le don. To Cixous, an economy based on spending and loss would be
very different from the hard, censuring, anal constrained economy based on a

desire for recognition which we find today and which is reflected in accounting

(Conley, 1984).

What does one give?

All the difference determining history's movement as property's movement

is articulated between two economies that are defined in relation to the
problematic of the gift.

The (political) economy of the masculine and the feminine is organised by
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different demand and constraints, which, as they become socialised and
metaphorized, produce signs, relations of power, relationships of

production and reproduction, a whole huge system of cultural inscription
that is legible as masculine or feminine.

I make a point of using the qualifiers of sexual difference here to avoid the
confusion man/masculine, woman/feminine: for their are some men who

do not repress their femininity, some women who, more or less strongly,
inscribe their masculinity. Difference 1s not distributed on the basis of
socially determined "sexes". On the other hand, when I speak of political
economy and libidinal economy, connecting them, [ am not bringing into
play the false questions of origins - a story made to order for male

privilege. We have to be careful not to lapse smugly or blindly into an
essentialist ideological interpretation...

(Cixous, p 80-81,
1986)

Accounting's phallogocentric roots in both law and more particularly in neo-
classical economics is totally incompatible with a feminine libidinal economy.
Accounting is to do with "sameness" - highly complex, different organisations are
reduced to a Profit and Loss Account and Balance Sheet. It "rationalises”
organisations. Accounting is concerned with profit, terrified of loss, full of

economic terms, and is competitive (trying to show the "best possible" picture of
the organisation). The present relations of power in society are implicit 1n
accounting. This can be seen in the "appropriation account”. Who gets what
share of the "cake"? The appropriation account contains three elements, taxation

(the state), dividends (shareholders), and retained profit (to capitali'st

organisations).

"National" income accounting in the UK in terms of the calculation of the Gross
National Product (GNP) can easily be seen in terms of the masculine economy.
Henderson (1981) depicts the "national economy" in terms of a cake (see also

Henderson, 1991, pp 133 - 146). It shows how mother nature and much work

traditionally described as "female" (housework, parenting, do-it-yourself,
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community work etc) is not included in GNP. Mary Daly (p 10, 1979) links
women and mother nature to the Other. "In their fanatic fixation upon what they
lack (biophilic energy) and in their fanatic indifference to the destruction they
wreck upon the Other - women and "mother nature" - the phallicologists coalesce.
(By biophilic, Daly means, life-loving) In the context of this paper, it should not
be surprising that the "Other", things "outside" the official symbolic structure,
(like mother nature, things "outside of the law", and traditional women's work) are

not included. Traditional phallogocentric thought cannot take account of the

Other.
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Although the repression of the Other 1s perhaps more readily seen in the context
of national income accounting, the same repression is implicit in traditional
accounting which does not account for the Other (the home support of its

employees, mother nature and so on). This is not a call for the Other to be
included in accounting. To this extent, the author agrees with Julia Kristeva, that

the feminine must remain in the margins in order to keep its revolutionary nature.
(In any case it is not possible to "fit" multiplicity into the present system of
accounting.) The necessity to remain on the margins 1s perhaps one message of
this paper. If the paper can "achieve" anything it perhaps that by remaining on the
outside, it will not become caught up in the masculine desire to have its solution
to the worlds problems imposed on the world, but instead, will act as a constant
feminine reminder to those who are involved in a genuine (masculine) attempt to

account for the environment of the many problems which they should, deep in

their bodies, never forget.

Possible Escapes?

The introduction of "green accounting”, however well thought out, will under the

present phallogocentric system of accounting do nothing to avert today's

environmental crisis. In fact, it could make matters even worse. The British
Green Party have spent much time and effort considering the problem. Some of
its members are strongly advocating sustainability. The word "sustainability" has
been used by "environmentalists" for some time. Sustainability could be
considered to be feminine, it is "already in the world", decentres the self, circular,
and open to challenge. But what would accounting for sustainability be like?
Forced into accounting terminology, this seems like a capital ma(i)n-tenance
issue. This is something accountants are familiar with: they can get onto the same
old merry-go-round of discussions about Hicksian Income, Fisher, Proprietary vs

entity concepts, real terms accounting and so on, totally failing to see (m)other
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nature. But this 1s all forgetting a much deeper problem, that any attempt to
reduce profit will be strongly resisted. The UK standard on inflation accounting,
SSAP 16, which at the time of issue was highly likely to reduce profits, was
strongly resisted and eventually destroyed by the business community.
Accounting cannot change society, it is not on the "outside", it is an intricate part
of the existing masculine political economy. Without a change to society, there
is no way out of this. In the present symbolic order accountants should not

attempt to account for the environment.

What would accounting be like in a radically transtormed society? What would
a feminine accounting be like, if it were indeed possible? As Cixous writes, 1t 1S
almost impossible to imagine an elsewhere, we are still floundering about in
ancient history. But we could perhaps imagine an accounting which is multiple,
no debits or credits; which allows for many differences, these could not be added
therefore there would be no totals; it would not be concerned with profits, and
even less afraid of loss; it would be concerned with gifts, what was given, it would
contain no phallocentric economic terms; and it would not be competitive. The

last words of this paper will be taken from Hélene Cixous (1986, p 83).

All the ways of differently thinking the history of power, property,
masculine domination, the formation of the State, and the ideologtcal
equipment have some effect. But the change that is in process concerns
more than just the question of "origin". There is phallocentrism. History
has never encoded or produced anything else-which does not mean that
this form is destinal or natural. Phallocentrism is the enemy. Of
everyone. Men's loss in phallocentrism is different from but as serious as
womans's. And it is time to change. To invent the other history.

There is "destiny" no more than there is "nature" or "essence" as such.
Rather there are living structures that are caught up and sometimes rigidly
set within historiocultural limits so mixed up with the scene of History
that for a long time it has been impossible (and it is still very difficult) to
think or even imagine an "elsewhere". We are presently living in a

transitional period-one in which it seems possible that the classic structure
might be split.
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It 1s impossible to predict what will become of sexual difference - in
another time (in two or three hundred years?). But we must make no
mistake: men and women are caught up in a web of old age cultural
determinations that are almost analyzable in their complexity. One can no
more think of "woman" than of "man" without being trapped within an
1dcological theatre where the proliferation of representations, images,
reflections, myths, identifications, transform, deform, constantly changing
everyone's Imaginary and invalidate any advance any conceptualization.

Nothing allows us to rule out the possibility of radical transformation of
behaviours, mentalities, roles, political economy-whose effects on
libidinal economy are unthinkable- today. Let us simultancously imagine
a general change in all the structures of training, education, supervision -
hence in the structures of reproduction of ideological results. And let us
imagine a real liberation of sexuality, that is to say, a transformation of
cach one's relationship to his or her body (and to the other body), an
approximation to the vast, material, organic, sensuous universe that we
are. This cannot be accomplished, of course, without political
transformations that are equally radical. (Imagine!) Then "femininity"
and "masculinity"” would inscribe quite differently their effects ot ditfer-
ence, their economy, their relationship to expenditure, to lack, to the gift.
What today appears to be "feminine" or "masculine” would no longer
amount to the same thing. No longer would the common logic of
difference be organised with the opposition that remains dominant.
Difference would be a bunch of new differences.

But we are still floundering-with few exceptions-in Ancient History.
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READING ACCOUNTING WRITING

ABSTRACT

Accounting texts are generally taken as unproblematically linked to the
intentions of their authors, whether they be the writers of articles and papers
or the producers of financial statements themselves. This paper argues against
the logocentric notion of an intentional unitary author and in doing so grants
the reader the freedom to actively read a text. The post-structuralist insights
of Roland Barthes are used to show the workings of logocentrism and how the
text can be disrupted by the reader. The disruption is exemplified in the paper

through the undertaking of a detailed deconstruction of a magazine article on

an accounting subject.
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READING ACCOUNTING WRITING
Those who fail to reread are obliged to read the same story everywhere
- Barthes, S/Z
All extant accounting is text. The giving of an oral account was of a different
agel'l, All financial statements are in written form. So are most discussions
of them, such as those in newspapers, magazines and journals. So are almost
all discussions of how accounts should be prepared, in all these three sources

plus legislative acts, commercial codes and accounting standards. So are all
academic papers and articles that seck to engage with accounts, accounting and
accountants. These and other discourses that take accounting as their subject
are interwoven; they rely on each other for allusion and reference (what we
may call, following Kristeva, intertextuality). Magazine articles may be about
sets of accounts. Accounts generally follow the rules of law and profcssional
pronouncements. Legislative discourse in turn rclies on existing accounts-as-
texts and proposed future accounts-as-texts. Articles and papers about
accounting also proliferate!?l, build on each other, discourse past each other,
relying on each others' existence for their own. Thus the essence of any text

can only take on meaning through its placement within the web of the whole

U1 In this paper we recognise that written text is not the only or major type

of text. However, we wish in this paper to make a post-structuralist reading
of Barthes and to this end we concentrate here on written texts as one way

of disrupting traditional accounting texts' delusions of mastery.

'“I' For a discussion of the proliferation of signs see Cooper and Puxty,
1991. '
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range of texts presented to us as part of the written present of our social
structure. The reading of accounting writing has neglected this, and little

attention has been paid to the nature of the text that inevitably constitutes

accounting.

Instead, there appears to be an acceptance within accounting of the tacit
tradition in Western thinking that both the nature and the purpose of writing
(with the possible exception of such obviously 'artistic' writings as poetry) is
to communicate; and that the text as text should be judged as a good or bad
text according the criterion: does it communicate the intentions of the writer
clearly to the reader? Yet there is no reason to suppose that the text is
susceptible to such determinacy. To tie it down to a single meaning; to force
it into the mould that we suppose might have existed in 'the mind' of its writer;
to deny any multiplicity of meanings to the text (any text) other than those
meanings that we must assume were intended by the writer, is to impose a
restriction on the text that is not justified by the way in which a text”! comes
about. The text itself cannot warrant to us that it is to be believed, since any

warrant as to the authenticity of the text can come only from outside the text:

no text can at the same time offer itself and the outside of itself.

131 Any text is historically, culturally and politically situated. We reject the

notton of a wholly unified intentional rational intentional subject in control
of his thoughts.
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More than this: for in supposing that there is a 'correct' interpretation of the
text, and that this correct interpretation relates to the author, we privilege the
author (itself an act that denies ourselves as readers); we suppose that the
author could have a single unambiguous intention in the act of writing; and
we deny the creativity of the reader that might be implicit in the multiplicity
that inevitably inheres in any but the most simple of texts. The richness of
expression through writing is reduced to Janet and John'*), In this "realist"
tradition which assumes that the purpose of the text i1s to communicate the
intentions of the author, the author is always "present” as an authority. This

presence is verificd by the inclusion ot his'! name at the very beginning of the

writing.

The assumed "presence" of an author is in keeping with the tradition of

logocentrism dating back to ancient Greece which privileged speech over
writing. In this Western metaphysical tradition, the origin and power of

speech, or more precisely, logos'®), is the father/author. The father's/author's
presence is essential for the very existence of logos. Derrida (1972), has

pointed out that without the presence of the father, speech would become

41 In the US, it is reduced to Dick and Jane.

Bl The use of the word "his" is deliberate here. Most "powerful”, often
quoted, authors arc men.

] Words informed by law. The law of the Father.
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nothing but (according to the logocentric tradition), useless, menacing and

mischievous writing:

..the origin of logos is its father. One could say anachronously that the
"speaking subject" is the father of his speech. And one would quickly
realize that this is no metaphor, at least not in the sense of any common,
conventional effect of rhetoric. Logos is a son, then, a son that would be
destroyed in his very presence without the present attendance of his
father. His father who answers. His father who speaks for him and
answers for him. Without his father he would be nothing but, in fact,
writing ... The specificity of writing would thus be intimately bound to

the absence of the father.

In our patriarchal society this is extended; for fathers, because of the
uncertainty of the paternal relation, have a powerful urge to assert an affiliation,
and are overwhelmingly concerned that they are the father (ie are concerned
with legitimacy) and engage in initiation rites through which they symbolically
and passionately affirm that it is they themselves who have created human

beings. Logos is a son who carries on the name of the father. In our culture

this has led to three specific concerns when reading a text: that the role of the

author should be conceived as a paternal one, that much would be invested in

paternal authors, to whose credit everything in their textual progeny would
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redound”), and that there should be great concern about which meanings were
legitimate and which illegitimate - to determine meanings which were of the
author's own progeny and to control intercourse with texts so as to prevent the
prolifcration of "illegitimate" meanings. We learn to read in a way which only
allows us to question the intentions of the author. Thus the unseen
father/author/God becomes overwhelmingly powerful. The logocentric tradition
makes it morally wrong to question the father. Morally, both in the sense of
deciding what is right or wrong, and in the sense of its being illegitimate to
question our mores, public morals and social conventions (Derrida, 1972).

Accounting scholars are 'rated' by reference to their fecundity. This paper's

concentration on the reader is intended to disrupt this logocentric tradition.

If reading is not about legitimate authorial intentions, and the reader is pushed
to the centre, what implications are there for the text? The effect is that the
text 1s opened up and it becomes legitimate to allow multiple interpretations.
In its plurality it permits an opening up to the social forces that have led to the
interpretive actions of the reader. Through being always and already
necessarily socially conditioned, the reading will vary from reader to reader just
as 1t varies from text to text. Kuhn (1985) makes a similar point in relation
to the cinema. She considers the relationship between the two central

characters 1n the film Julia, noting that there are almost as many opinions as

"I 'The reader is invited to consider this passage in the context of the debate
over the usc of citation indices in quality assessment.
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there are reviews concerning the precise nature of their relationship. It 1s
possible for multiple readings to be made which more or less accord with
spectators' stance on feminist issues: while lesbians may be free to read the
film as an affirmation (or not!) of lesbianism, such a reading - just as it 1s not
ruled out - is by no means privileged by the text. Belsey (1985) writes that
meaning is never a fixed essence inherent in the text but is always constructed
by the reader, the result of a "circulation" between social formation, reader and
text (Heath, 1977-8, p 74). The tacit permission to actively read the text 1s a
liberation to the reader who has been instructed that, like some mythical legal
act, there is a single legitimate construction on a set of words. There is not:
texts are open to play, to a continual reconfiguration as the reader herself
develops, and as the social configuration of the reader changes. If a reader
always rewrites the text then other readings, for example feminist readings,
would not be an illegitimate distortion, but an acceptable product. But,
although the number of possible constructions of a text are multiple, they are

not infinite. There is nothing in deconstruction to suggest that "anything goes"

when it come to interpretation. We are still "working with" culturally and

historically derived language.

The suggestion that texts have an inherent and legitimate multiplicity is not

new: but it is an argument that must be interpellated into the accounting
world. So far as financial statements are concerned, this has generally come

to mean a singular homomorphism between a state of the world and a unique
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understanding of that state (including the state(s) of mind of the writer) by the
reader of the accounts/text, th;ough the medium of that text. Other accounting
writings have similarly sought to find the essence that lies behind the text
through historical analysis (for example, studies of ancient accounting ledgers
and journals to trace 'developments' in techniques, and parallel studies into pre-
twentieth century textbooks), or by tracing the ideologies implicit in financial
statements (e.g. Nobes, 1982; Tinker and Neimark, 1987, for a discussion of
these and other studies see Cooper.and Puxty, 1991). What these have in
common is the belief in the singularity of the textual meaning. Studies differ
in their methodology of teasing out this meaning. The purpose of the present

paper is to undermine this image of a singular textual meaning.

The abandonment of any pretence that language can constitute a mapping of
the world by representing things through words (a proposition acknowledged

as untenable by philosophers since early this century) has left the door open for

its converse: the linguistic construction as itself constituting the subject!®..

The signification of the text is thus plural. A text involves references and

counter-references; it has connotations, 'flickers of meaning', as Barthes

' And if we are constituted through several different linguistic
constructions, which is always the case, we should avoid speaking of "an

implied reader", or of a reader with a single role. We bring our multiple
selves to the multiple text.
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describes them. It contains action. It weaves its way through cultural codes,
through the hermeneutics that lie in wait, that reveal themselves, that form
puzzles and resolutions. Underlying any text is what underlies any textual
analysis: the constellation of social constructions that contain the conditions
under which multiple meanings, changing from reader to reader and from one
reading to the next (whoever the reader), constitute part of the active reading

of the modern text. As Eagleton (1983) puts it, the text is

plural and diffuse, an inexhaustible tissue or galaxy of signifiers, a
seamless web of codes and fragments of codes, through which the
critic may cut his own errant path. There are no beginnings and no
ends, no sequences which cannot be reversed, no hierarchy ot
textual 'levels' to tell you what is more or less significant. All
literary texts are woven out of other literary texts 2 in the sense ...

that every word, phrase or segment is a reworking of other writings

which precede or surround the individual work. (p.138)

At the forefront of textual analysis of this kind (along with, among others, Julia

Kristeva and Jacques Derrida) has been Roland Barthes, and we have found his
textual analysis undertaken in his book S/Z to be helpful in formulating the

analysis we provide in this paper. In S/Z, Barthes splits Balzac's extraordinary
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novelette, Sarrasine, into a number of small units or lexias®). He then

deconstructs the text by applying codes to the lexias. This "coding" allows for
the discovery of writing as an intertextual construct, a product of various
cultural discourses, and thus gives the reader a centring role. This prevents the
reading of text as having a single "theological® meaning given by an
author/father/God. Barthes in his later work!"” is concerned with the+text's
multiplicity: with the arbitrariness with which an analysis has to be made.
Although S/Z itself is a full-length book analysis of a nineteenth century short
story, Barthes does not claim that his exhausting exegesis is exhaustive. On

the contrary, he takes pains to emphasise that it is one of many that could have

been made.

To read, in fact, is a labor of language. To read is to find

meanings, and to find meanings is to name them; but these named
meanings are swept toward other names; names call to each other,

reassemble, and their grouping calls for further naming: I name, I

Bl The use of 'lexia' and 'lexias' may sound odd to ears that wish the former

to be a plural. In this usage we follow Barthes' translator. Eagleton writes
'lexies'. '

191S/Z is the turning point of Barthes' work when, roughly, he turned from a
structuralist approach to writing, in which the text presents itself to the critic
for an explication and unique correct deciphering, to a post-structuralist

position 1n which the text 1s "irreducibly plural, an endless play of signifiers

which can never be finally nailed down to a single centre, essence or
meaning" (Eagleton, 1983).

Page 88



un-name, I rename; so the text passes: it is a nomination in the

course of becoming, a tireless approximation, a metonymic labor.

(Barthes, 1973 p.11)

In undertaking his work on the text he suggests five codes through which the
text negotiates its way: but he disclaims any universality for the codes not only
in understanding texts generally, but also for understanding the particular text

he has selected. Indeed, in a later essay, Analyse textuelle d'un conte d'Edgar

Poe, he increases the number of codes by dividing what he had previously

called "the cultural code" (Culler, 1983).

The texts of the accounting world are obliged to face up to this openness. As
stated at the beginning, financial statements are texts; so are management

accounts, academic papers, chairmen's statements, accounting standards, audit
standards, company laws or commercial codes, and articles intended for
consumption by practising accountants. It is an example of one of the last that
1s considered 1n this paper: an article which, according to one reading, appears
to be an account in which an English accountant voices his objections to the
possible effects of European legislation on the future of UK accounting
practice. It should be emphasised that this paper does not claim that this is not
a legitimate reading. A different reading is offered here to show that this is
not the only reading and to suggest that any one reading might not be

privileged over any other. However, the purpose of this paper is not only to
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show that there are many possible readings of a text. It is rather to release the
reader from the tyranny of seeing language as natural and inevitable, to allow
the free play of the signifier, and to allow language to labour. The reading
offered here is a disruption of phallogocentric language. This paper, in
summary, promotes deconstruction through the application of codes, in order
" to undermine phallogocentric language; to refuse to identify "meaning" with
authorial intention; to question the logic according to which meanings are
engendered and investigate the way our "rational" notions are tied to or are in
complicity with certain interests. In short, it is involved in the painful business
of parricide. This is preferable to uncomplainingly allowing the text to "wash
over" (drown?) us or to interpret the world as a series of givens. The text here

1S striving for new consciousnesses.

This is the more important because any 'realist' text is attempting to silence
other voices through its monological claim to unique authenticity. The realism,
the mimesis (that is, the masking of the nature of signification inherent 1n
language so as to cause the reader to unquestioningly suppose that the language
unproblematically tells, or mimics, the real) constitutes the voice of seduction.
The logocentric authorial voice is, as Coward and Ellis (1977) point out,
masking the process of its own production: for the resulting text, like the
product 1n the market, then becomes judged through its own qualities (for
example, fluency of expression, or facility with figures of speech) rather than

through the production process, which is hidden. Through hiding it, the author
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succeeds 1n collapsing the text and the real. Without critique, this sleight of
hand retains its invisibility: a key aspect of the deconstructive process that we
(following Barthes) undertake here is to drive a wedge between the text and

any 'real'. By revealing the processes of authenticity, we bring authenticity into

question,

For, in order that this authenticity might elide into the reader's consciousness,
it is necessary that the text be read as a 'readerly’ text. Barthes, in a less than
clear passage, distinguishes between the readerly and the writerly text!'!, The
readerly text is more closed; it leaves the reader as a consumer. The power of
logos is complete. The text is consumed and the reader passes on. The

writcrly text, in contrast, invites the reader into a dialogue: it makes the reader

active in the act of reading. The reader joins in the process of production. It

is this that leads to the multiplicity of interpretations of the text. We treat the

text below as a writerly text.

Barthes is open to many critiques, one of which is considered here. In his own
textual reading the social conditions that are indicated by him to constitute any
reading of a text are absented from any grounding in political or economic

terms. Dcspite his willingness at one level to confront the material conditions

U Scriptible, contrasted with lisible. Coward and Ellis prefer the term

'writable' to the translator's 'writerly'; we concur with them, but retain the
translator's term for the sake of consistency.
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that are to be found in the author whose work he dissects (Balzac) and the

material conditions that Balzac frequently refers to in the descriptions of the
events he chronicles (the wealth of the Lanty family and the political intrigues
in which Sarrasine becomes entangled, and the gencralised collapse of
economies), they are only the warp and weave of the story rather than an
inherent part of the way in which the analysis itself takes place. In the analysis
of the accounting text that is the subject of this paper, we shall not confine

ourselves to this. Social material conditions and their ideological impact on the

constitution of the text are central to our reading of the text.

Decoding the text

Balzac uses five codes in S/Z. We have followed these. The codes are not
mutually exclusive. Often in our deconstructive analysis of the text, we apply

several codes to one lexia. The five codes are briefly described as follows:

1 Hermeneutic code - HER. The code represents the voice of truth, the
way 1n which we decipher (socially constructed) mysteries. It is therefore
concerned with unfolding enigmas, or truth. This code can be used to
"set an agenda". For example, a simple enigma - "should we invest in
project A or project B? - immediately excludes all other projects.

Perhaps more importantly this code can be constructed solely for the

purpose of finding the only solution.
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Semic code - SEM. Semes are special signifiers. Because of their
connotations they are signifiers par excellence. Semes are "connotative
signifiers", shifting elements which can combine with similar elements to
create characters, ambiences, shapes and symbols. Wealth could be

considered such a signifier connoting luxury, capital, resources, real estate

and so on.

Symbolic code - SYM. A symbolic lexia can be seen as one which "sets
the scene". It can lend itself to many substitutions and variations. It
often takes the form of binary opposites. This means that the scene is at
once "naturalised" (in the sense that our language is founded on binary
opposites, they are "normal" and "natural") and also "tied down". For
example a room is cold, it is not hot. This code charts the sexual and

psychoanalytical relations in the text.

Action (or proairetic) code - ACT. This code relates to actions. It 1S

based on the Aristotelian proairetic, implying a logic behind human action

and the ability to rationally determine the course of the action.

Referential (or cultural) code - REF. This code shows how the lexia is
supported by "scientific or moral authority”. It involves statements made
in a collective yet anonymous voice which has its origins in human

experience. It will include maxims and aphorisms. All language is
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cultural, so it could be argued that this code should be applied to all

lexias.

These codes, Barthes tells us, 'create a kind of network, a topos through which
the entire text passes (or rather, in passing, becomes text)'. The codes do not
form a hierarchy, nor do they structure the text. They are, rather, the means
to produce a particular structuration of the text. As the encoding of the text
progresses, the codes reveal more closely their meaning. They provide
reference points, anchor points, ‘offstage voices. They may be seen as
Wagnerian leitmotiven, at the same time structuring, commenting on and
enriching the written text!'?l, Like leitmotiven they are fluid and adaptable; but
unlike them they at the same time remind us of the production process inherent
~in the development of the supposedly realist text. Barthes claims no privilege
to his selection of codes, nor to the number (five) that he has chosen. Our

reading of his introduction to the codes is that these five suffice to provide his

own encoding of Sarrasine, but other codes or numbers of codes might be

appropriate to other texts.

The chosen text

121 This is our reading, not Barthes'.
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The text that has been selected 1s from the official journal of the largest UK
accountancy body. Barthes was coy about his reason for choosing the Balzac
text that he did. We see no reason for such subtlety. The text is interesting
because the named author was a member of the Council of the Institute of
Chartered Accountants in England and Wales; because it appeared at a time
when there was a broad-ranging debate on the standing and future of
accountancy in the UK (as well as in Europe more extensively): and because
it claims to be about an issue of the time that was at one and the same time
European, accountancy-centred, and of political interest to the UK government
of the day. The appearance of the text is not to be laid solely at the door of
the named author. It was accepted by, and potentially sub-edited by, the
editorial team of the magazine Accountancy in which it first appeared - and
thus is in this sense a joint production of author and editor. But author and
editors themselves are locked into, and are the socialised interpenetration of,
the worlds in which they have moved and do move. The text thus conjoins
into authorship the socio-cultural fabric that envelopes author and editors; and
the readers of the text too become part of this process, since they are for the
most part also embedded in that same society, and through the activity of

reading come to constitute a further and multiple voice in the making of the

text.

The wortk 1s thus not a slight one. Its energy, the logocentric suggestibility of

the named author, the claim to authenticity that results from its claim to being
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a voice of common-sense within a technical journal more commonly concerned
with VAT cases, legal changes, SSAP pronouncements, examination pass rates,
and the technospeak of any professional body, render it wholly worthy of
analysis. It is, moreover, rich in allusion. It 1s not a novelistic text, as Balzac's
text is: but this is no barrier to an analysis of the text. The characters in
Abram's text appear to be as strong culturally, as those in Balzac's story. This
text appears to follow the style of classical realist narrative in that it turns on
the creation of an enigma (as in classical detective novels) but then moves
towards closure through the solving of the enigma, which i1s also disclosure.

Order is re-established through the dissolution of the enigma. Just like any
fictional text that is rich in literary devices, we find that the story the author
wishes to tell is packed with multiplicity: and that, in its richness, it forms a
disjunction from its author similar to that of a fictional passage. In a sense 1t
is more 'real' than a classical fictional passage. It claims to be describing a

state of affairs of the world, whereas the fictional passage is almost always
openly fictional’, In any case in advanced Western Capitalism it is becoming
increasingly difficult to distinguish thc "real" from the "unreal". There is a

claim to authenticity that resonates through the text. In the tradition of the

Bl Exceptions include the eightcenth century novels that purport to be
exchanges of 'real' letters (Clarissa); or be manuscripts found, written by
others (The Castle of Otranto); or modern fiction that weaves in real,
named, characters (The White Hotel purports to include letters to and from
Freud; Ragtime includes Houdini within the action). But the very form of
the novel, in its printing and labelling, tells the reader that 'this is fiction'.

The Abrams text does the precise opposite: it writes as real but weaves in
acknowledged fictional references (Dickens, Shakespeare).
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classical rhetorical text, it claims to cOllapse signifier to referent (see Cooper

and Puxty, 1991).

The above characteristics of the text lead to a consideration of whether a text

such as a set of financial statements could be subjected to a deconstruction of
the kind we have undertaken. It could. Any set of financial statements
consists of the numbers relating to the period's transactions, together with a text
describing the classification of those numbers. It consists equally significantly
of a Chairman's statement, extra-legal summaries and commentaries, pictures,
and the quasi-text that is constituted by typographical layout. Like Abrams
text and like any literary text, these are also allusive to other similar texts (such
as previous years' accounts, the financial statements of other companies and
accounting standards), and together with them form an intertextuality that 1s
more significant under deconstruction than the referent (a set of economic

events) that nominally comprises the subject-matter of the account/text. The
numbers and the words of financial statements are intertwined: and the writing
into the text by the reader can only be undertaken based on both words and

numbers together. This contention is not uncontroversial. Barthes did

distinguish the readerly from the writerly; and he wrote that

Onc might call idyllic the communication which unites two partners

sheltered from any 'noise' (in the cybernetic sense of the word),

linked by a simple destination, a single thread. (p.131)
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and

Idyllic communication denies all theater, it refuses any presence in
front of which the destination can be achieved, it suppresses
everything other, every subject. Narrative communication is the
opposite: each destination is at the one moment or another a

spectacle for the other participants in the game (p.132)

We argue that, on this basis, accounting writing bifurcates, even within the
financial statements themselves. The numbers and their narrations attempt at
least to constitute what Barthes calls idyllic communication; but like the
Abrams article we are to consider, the Chairman's statement is an attempt at
the evocative, at a re-presentation of the enterprise, reshaping it for the benefit
of the reader, and in doing so, opening up the text to the reader's production
of meanings. The appeals to productivity, efficiency, national economic policy,
currency risks, new investment; the grateful thanks to the workforce, 'our
greatest asset:  these are allusory writings, literary, appealing to the
Intertextuality of managerial discourse. There is no basis for privileging the
numbers over this rhetoric, arguing that the former is 'the fundamental
accounting and the latter a mere gloss: accounting writing forms a web, and

provides us within its own network of texts with no basis on which to privilege

some parts over others. Many years ago accounting commentators

acknowledged the falsity of any notion of 'the facts speaking for themselves'.
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That acknowledgement set 1n train the de-privileging of number in accounting

that we recognise.

The Abrams text, then, is taken as an exemplar of such writing. It is provided
at the end of this paper as an appendix. Some readers may now wish to turn
to that appendix, before reading the paper's coding of the text. Following

Barthes, we have annotated the text, fragmenting it into lexias.
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|1]. Charles Dickens REF. Literature. The first lexia in the body of the
text 1s supported by an "authornity”. =~ SEM. Heritage. SYM.
Antithesis 1. Us/them. The identity of we has to be defined from the
outset since there is an appeal to the distinctive identity of we in
contrast to thecy. Appeal to the hiterary constitutes an affirmation of a
common ground (the compulsory reading and admiration of Dickens in
the schoolroom, untrammelled by unfavourable comments on Dickens
such as those of the Lambs). Moreover, Dickens was sensitive to the

English antipathy towards foreigners. cf Mr Podsnap in Our Mutual

Friend (1864):

"How do you like London?" Mr Podsnap now inquired from his
station of host, as if he were administering something in the nature
of a powder or potion to a deaf child; "London, Londres, London?"
The foreign gentleman admired it.

"You find 1t very large?" said Mr Podsnap, spaciously.

The foreign gentleman found it very large.

"And very rich?"

The foreign gentleman found it, without doubt, énormément riche.

"Enormously Rich, We say," returned Mr Podsnap, in a

condescending manner. "Our English adverbs do Not terminate in

Mong and We Pronounce the 'ch' as if there were a 't' before it. We

say Ritch."
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|2]. had left us with some very clear impressions of life in Victorian times.

SEM. Victorian times. ( REF. Chronological.) The reign of
Queen Victoria lasted from 1837 to 1901. During the 1980s the
phrase 'Victorian values' came to have connotations of English
greatness, the respectability of the populace, and respect for the virtues
of the nuclear family. SYM. Antithesis 1: us/them: Victorian
(our) times/not the 1800s. It was also a time when Great Britain
fought the French, Russians, Turks, South Africans and Chinese, while

conquering other parts of the globe.

|3]. Little of the social scene appears to have escaped his gaze, and so
vivid are the descriptions of the characters in his books that they seem
real, and possessed of habits and mannerisms which are recognisable,
even familiar, to some of us today. SEM. Continuity. England as
unchanging: the continuity of the unique heritage. There is an
apparcnt disjunction between this passage and the next. This lexia
also sets up an enigma. ( HER. Enigma 2: What has not changed?
or What is going to change?) SYM. Antithesis 1: us/them: some

of us today.

[4]. In truth, of course, we would like to recognise the good in ourselves,

and leave the not so good to others. HER. Enigma 3: Who are we?
'We' is ambiguous here; we universally, or we the English, or we the

accountants. We are certainly not foreigners. SEM. Antithesis 1:

them/us.

15]. The kind and generous live in the warmth of our own houses, while

the mean and miserly dwell behind dull and dank doors on the other

side of town. SEM. Antithesis 1: us/them (our houses/other side of

town). The antithesis that separates us from the other. SEM.

Antithesis 1: [us, kind, gencrous, warm, hvel/[them, mean miserly,
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dank, dwell]. The universal metaphor that is language 1s extended into
a comforter: the cosiness of the we, contrasted with the attributed

depredations of others. HER. Enigma 3: who are we? We are

The good etc. We are not the "underside". This can be read in terms

of a male/female binary opposition. We are male.

[6]. Since communications are so much better these days than in Dickens'
time, one might be forgiven for feeling that many of the evil doers live
even further afield. SEM. Antithesis 1. The mean and miserly now
transformed into evil doers.  REF. Literature. (Dickens). Dickens
as authority is now appcaled to, as cvidence that evil doers are the
other, not us; and that they are distant. Evil doers are to be feared.

The use of 'since' is not the normal 'because’: for there is no reason
why an improvement in communications should cause evil doers to

become further afield.

ACT. Forgiving. ACT. Feeling. "One might be forgiven for":

an appeal for clemency. The reasonableness of the belief.  (

SE
M.
Pro

ores

S)

[7]. As a story teller Dickens allowed himself the luxury of portraying the

professions in a good or bad light according to the needs of his plot.
HER. Enigma 3: Who are we? Luxuries are not afforded to us
because we are dealing with facts, and real people. This puts us

firmly in the "male camp".  SYM. Ambiguity: cf [3].
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[8]. On balance he was not very fond of lawyers, and he said very little
about accountants, which is, perhaps, just as well.  SYM. Time. An
acknowledgment that Dickens, presented as an authority, would
probably have disapproved of accountants. Acknowledgement that
there were accountants in Dickens' time (he said something about
them, albeit very little): cf [22], accountants emerged in 1880.
Dickens died in 1870 so could not have been acquainted with
accountants, unless we understand emergence to be something other

than birth. 'Not very fond': ambiguity whether this constitutes

euphemism.

Lexias 1-8 may be viewed from a broader level. The promise of the

introduction is that the text will discuss the eighth directive. The three

paragraphs appear to be unrelated to the eighth directive: accountancy is

mentioned only in lexia 8. HER. Enigma 1: What is it about the eighth
directive? This first passage is thus an enigma. At the risk of adding to
Barthes' neologisms we propose to call this section a macrolexia. The text

has seven such macrolexias: lexias 1-8, 9-19, 20-35, 36-41, 42-51, 52-57,
and 58-72. There are disjunctions among the macrolexias. The enigma of

the first macrolexia 1s only resolved at the end of the second macrolexia.

[9]. As itis, in 1986, we await REF. Chronological code. The eighth
directive was approved by the Council of Ministers on 12 March 1984.
Its content was known to readers of UK professional journals very
soon afterwards. The Department of Trade and Industry's consultative
document