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Abstract 

The thesis explores 'discourses' on accountability and their congruence with current 

debates on corporate social responsibility. It draws attention to how the formal accounting 

discourse on accountability privileges the merits of a 'plural liberal' approach, and how this 

undermines what is to be done to establish democratic relations between corporations and 

their 'stakeholders'. The liberal discourse is interpreted as that concerned with the 

'administration' of communicative practices in institutionalised rules and procedures. It is 

argued that liberals impose boundary conditions on accountability in which communication 

is linked to an 'information processing' methodology. This prompts accountability to be 

analysed in terms of informed decision-making in economic markets or formal regulatory 

contexts. Responding to this, the thesis draws attention to the manner in which 

accountability has been analysed as a lived 'organic' practice, relying more on 'sense making' 

than information. processing behaviour. Links are established between a sense making 

approach and a 'radical' (post-liberal) approach to engagement and 'praxis'. A definition of 

praxis is drawn by exploring in depth the foundations of Pierre Bourdieu's critical sociology. 

Particular emphasis is placed on the dynamic Bourdieu hypothesises between the 'field' and 

the 'habitus', and his idea that changes in the discursive space can be prompted by and 

prompt changes in a social, cultural, or political habitus. Bourdieu's work is compared to 

other related theories of 'reflexive' change - in particular those of Beck, Giddens, and Lash - 

and related to Lash's distinction between cognitive, aesthetic, and hermeneutic reflexivity. 

Together, these theorists provide a framing mechanisms for analysing accountability in 

terms of institutional 'adaptation', 'cross-control' amongst experts, and 'community 

participation', and evaluating the extent to which different forms of communication sustain 

emergent social movements. These ideas are applied to the communicative practices 

associated with accountability, and used to inform the idea that non-administered 

communicative forms could facilitate the transfer of peripheral discourses to the centre of 

the political space. 
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INTRODUCTION 

One could argue that modern capitalism installs and legitimates an approach to 

accountability whose attributes are 'captured' by conventional systems of corporate 

accounting. Conditioned by such systems, accountability becomes reduced to a twofold 

process: where information on a corporation's performance is disseminated to interested 

parties and stakeholder groups, and is subsequently used to inform their behaviour 

responses, their decisions, and their concomitant action. More recently, such systems have 

been 'extended' to reflect the fact that many corporations are now exceeding the 

requirements of financial (or market-led) disclosure, and beginning to systematise a 

response to growing demands for social or environmental impact information. This is the 

basis of the 'social accounting project', which has been forwarded as a legitimate route 

towards enhancing the accountability of the modern corporation. For example, several 

reformists in this area - including liberal accounting theorists - now hold that the expansion 

of existing frameworks for reporting on corporate performance could produce gains in the 

accountability of those corporations adopting -these frameworks. Indeed, reformist-oriented 

research that subscribes to a 'liberal' model of accountability has sought to show that 

enhanced corporate disclosure could facilitate (agency-level) behavioural adjustments 

around new categories of knowledge. 

Leaving aside the hypotheses forwarded by liberal theorists, several problems have 

ensued from the fact that accounting research, reformist or otherwise, tends to see 

accountability as synonymous with the provision of information and its informed use. The 

situation that arguably ensues as a consequence of this alignment will be a primary focus of 

critique in the following thesis. Thus, the thesis begins with the idea of an institutionalised 

process through which the meaning of accountability is defined, crystallised, and embedded 

in practice. The consequences of this process - extensively revealed through the work of 

critical accountants - are taken to be similar to what sociologists describe as the 

'mystification' of social conditions. 
It will be argued that a theory of mystification can be related, on several interconnected 

levels, to the study of accountability in the modern corporation. On the one hand, liberal 

theorists control the debate on macro-level accountability, supposing that the practices 

associated with enhancing accountability are related to information being produced and 

processed by agents. On the other, critics of the liberal position problematise this 

arrangement'by showing how the 'use-value' of information is always contingent on what 

information comes to 'symbolise' (or mean) in the broader political space. The following 



thesis draws on this debate between social and critical accountants, and explores how 

sociology can be used to inform an alternative (possibly combined) perspective on the 

enhancement of accountability. Highlighted as significant are those sociologists, who in 

drawing from 'ethnomethodology', understand accountability as not merely a procedural 

process of codification and disclosure, but an evolutionary condition conducive to the 

workings of an active and participatory democracy. 

The following thesis explores how general theories, conceptual frameworks, and 

methodological positions - drawn from sociology - can be used to inform reformist-oriented 

accountability research. ' For the most part, this involves explaining the underling relations 

between accountability systems and 'situated' communicative practices, and then studying 

these relations in a general sociological theory of social practice. The thesis combines 

material supplied by critical sociology, and imports several concepts from the sociological 

work of Pierre Bourdieu (1930-2002). These include his core framing concepts (e. g. the 

concept terms of 'field' and 'habitus') and the framework of relations that he establishes 

between critical theory and the use (and abuse) of 'epistemological' capital (see Bourdieu, 

1990a, 1990b, and Bourdieu 1991). 2 Over the following six chapters, Bourdieu's work is 

treated as an 'archetype' for analysing the accountability of the modern corporation and 

problematising those applied elements of accountability practice subsumed under the 

umbrella of 'corporate social responsibility'. The body of work Bourdieu bequeathed to 

sociology is discussed in order to assess the suitability of his methodological and theoretical 

positions for studying those practices related to the enhancement of accountability. 

Particular focus is placed on Bourdieu's tendency to articulate the 'intuitive' dynamics of 

social, cultural, and political engagement. This draws attention to how some of the noted 

problems with reformist-oriented accountability research could be addressed through 

amending the manner in which the meaning of accountability is applied in this research 

domain. 

Motivations and Intentions 

The following thesis 'documents' the results of exploratory research into the 

accountability of the modern corporation and the relation between accountability and 

I Of importance is the assumption underpinning this starting-point; that the process leading to the capture of 
accountability is better explained using frameworks borrowed from critical sociology than those traditionally 
available to accounting theorists. 
2 Bourdieu's work will be employed to explain the problems associated with the accountability of the modern 
corporation. This marks a contribution to the accounting and other business-related literature on accountability, 
since it lacks a full discussion of the implications of his work. Given Bourdieu's importance to modern social theory 
and his status as a major social theorist, there is, it is felt, room for a debate on the points he raises. 
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corporate social responsibility. The research is motivated and led by the conviction that 

existing research on the subject of accountability suffers, for the most part, from 

underdevelopment, and is evidently ignorant of many material aspects of accountability 

practices. It is thought that explanations previously offered for the 'dynamics' of 

accountability are incompatible with important aspects of contemporary sociological theory, 

particularly the proclivity (amongst sociologists) to approach the social world in terms of 

self-adaptive and 'reflexive' systems (see Beck et al., 2003). Responding directly to this 

conviction, the thesis intends to examine the details of an emergent sociological discourse on 

reflexivity, and the close relation this discourse holds to the work of Bourdieu. 3 This then 

provides a framework in which to explain the limitations of theoretical positions commonly 

associated with accountability and corporate social responsibility. Previous research (in this 

area) is used to constitute 'empirical material'4, and to hypothesise 'the problem' in terms of 

an over-reliance on frameworks, systems, and procedures, administered by institutions and 

related to 'mechanistic' processes. This particular use of previous research will be discussed 

in the opening chapter, where the methodological basis from which this use is derived is 

defended as a legitimate approach to theory development. 

The thesis considers the fact that mechanistic processes only become part of 

accountability when accountability is examined through a 'pre-reflexive' lens. This lens 

prompts theorists to focus, to a considerable extent, on the dynamics of information 

'provision' and the facilitation of 'informed' choice. This 'diagnosis/prognosis' is outlined 

early in the written thesis, and related to a critical review of existing literature on 

accountability. It demonstrates that the conceptual frameworks commonly applied in this 

area are governed, almost exclusively, by the idea of social agents using information to 

facilitate 'socially-responsible', 'ethical' and 'sustainable' action as a consequence of better, 

and more informed, decision-making. It is argued that these frameworks pose problems for 

development because they encourage researchers to assume that gains in accountability are 

the result of more (pertinent) information on corporate activities. Researchers could be led to 

believe (somewhat problematically) that refining existing categories of corporate disclosure 

could perhaps solve the problems associated with a hypothetical 'social contract' detailing the 

3 The larger body of work developed by theorists of reflexivity will be explored in more detail in the second half of 
the thesis. Notably, the contributions of Beck. Giddens and Lash to a discourse on 'reflexive modernisation' (see 
Beck, Giddens & Lash (Eds. ), 1994, Beck et al., 2003, Giddens, 1990, and Lash, 1993) were analysed prior to the 
analysis of Bourdieu's position on reflexivity (see Bourdieu, 1990b). Their initial centrality was replaced by a focus 
on Bourdieu's work, which it was felt provided a more complete explanation for how reflexivity could be applied in 
social research. The relationship between Bourdieu's work and that of contemporary theorists of 'reflexivity' is best 
articulated by Lash (1993b, and 1994). This close relationship will be explored in more detail later in the thesis, and 
related to Bourdieu's work on'reflexive sociology' (see Bourdieu, 1990b, Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). 
4 For example, Alvesson & Sköldberg (2000) argue that empirical material can be employed reflexively, and can be 

used to represent the position adopted in an existing analysis rather than a particular type of 'factual' material on the 
subject. 
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individual corporation's responsibility to stakeholders (see Gray et al., 1988). 5 For the 

purposes of the thesis, this diagnosis is illustrated in an extensive inquiry into recent 

accounting and 'business-related' research preoccupied with issues, projects, programmes 

and reforms related to the accountability of the modern corporation. Particular interest will 

be directed at the manner in which this research domain has become consolidated around a 

policy-level narrative on corporate social responsibility (see Roberts, 2003). 

The interpretations that are drawn from (literature-based) empirical material will be 

iteratively refined as the exposition proceeds, in an attempt to mimic how these 

interpretations evolved as part of the research process itself. The mid-point of the 

interpretative process is represented by a seemingly bleak prognosis of the problem at hand, 

which is illustrated in the intermission between Chapter 3 and 4 (see below). In this 

prognosis, dominant discourses on the enhancement of accountability have the effect of 

diverting accountability research away, for the most part, from addressing real social 

problems. This observation builds on problems already noted in the literature, where 

conventional methodologies come to legitimate a 'distanced' approach to academic 

engagement and 'praxis', 6 which does little to ameliorate the apparent erosion of 

accountability. Following this critique, the development of the thesis rests on the 

development of means to confront (theoretically) this dilemma and draw attention to 

alternative ways of thinking about the practices associated with a situated and reflexive 

system of accountability. The intention is to substitute the conventional approach to 

accountability research, which focuses on the phenomena associated with providing an 

administered description of events, with an approach that links cognitive activity to 

individual and social praxis. This entails challenging those communicative forms that 

apparently qualify as objective accounts, and questioning what formal, administered, 

accounting practice has to do with the (ostensible) enhancement of accountability. 
It is expected that the results of this particular inquiry will contribute to an 

interdisciplinary project inspired by the importation of critical sociology into the area of 

'social' and 'critical' accounting. Since the discourse on corporate social responsibility 

traverses both these disciplinary spaces, the interdisciplinary approach adopted demarcates 

the specifics of the academic contribution on offer. It builds on previous research on 

5 Of note is that it is common for conventional research on corporate social responsibility to rely on corporate 
disclosure as empirical material. This differs from the case outlined above, where the theoretical literature 
constitutes the empirical material for a 'meta-theoretical' investigation (see below). 
6 It could be argued that since the importation of Foucault into critical accounting research, there has been much 
discussion surrounding the term praxis. As emphasises by the scope of this debate, this term can mean many things 
to different people. It is often applied to address what people 'do' In response to what they think needs doing. The 
problem is that this understanding of praxis is often applied in (data-oriented) accounting research to cover the 
'thinness' of empirical findings. A more acute definition can be inferred from Bourdieu. Bourdieu implies that the 
idea of praxis draws attention to the fact that what people think depends on what they do. Hence, if all one does is 
think then thought itself will be entirely speculative, because it misses the fact that the object of reflection (e. g. 
capitalist society) Influence why one thinks about something in the first place. 
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accountability, in particular that which advocates developing a 'sociology of accounts' to 

inform the applied value of active and potential discourses on practice. With these directives 

in mind, the thesis employs sociological texts to inform an alternative perspective on the 

accountability of the modern corporation. It uses these texts to argue for an alternative 

approach to critical research on accountability, and for applying a reflexive model of 

academic engagement to policy-led and praxis-based research on corporate social 

responsibility. The intention is to direct this research towards an alternative discursive 

position that is based on the particular 'brand' of critical theory advanced by Bourdieu. 

Through clarifying the relevance of Bourdieu's concept terms and his views on reflexivity, it 

is argued that alternative perspectives on the subject (i. e. accountability) can be linked to a 

reflexive theory of knowledge production. 

Plan of exposition 

The following thesis is divided into two main parts, each of which focuses on a different 

aspect of Bourdieu's sociological work. The first part (comprised of the opening three 

chapters) uses his work as the framework for a 'methodological' critique. The second part 

(comprised of the latter three chapters) evaluates Bourdieu's explicit proposal for an 

alternative, and apparently 'reflexive', theory of and approach to social change. It will be 

argued in 'Part I' (Ch. 1-3) that given the discursive context of current debates on 

accountability, it is unlikely that effective theoretical or political frameworks will be 

produced to promote or 'enhance' the accountability of the modern corporation. This is 

assumed the case regardless of how accountability is conceptually defined and linked to 

communicative practice. It will be argued in 'Part II' (Ch. 4-6) that the limits of the 

dominant discourse on accountability practice cannot be overcome through refining the 

'terms-of-reference' of the various internal debates on enhancement. Instead, it is considered 

that what is required (aside from and including this iterative refinement) is an alternative 

approach to knowledge production on the subject (i. e. accountability) itself. The following 

thesis constructs a possible alternative using a general theory of reflexivity. It creates links 

between discourses on accountability and existing sociological work on the concepts 

surrounding reflexive methodology, theory, and practice.? 

7 The two stages of discussion relate respectively to diagnosing the problem, and to revealing the importance of a 
reflexive approach in shaping the direction and power of this particular research agenda. The idea is to use the 
notion of reflexivity as a means to link methodological critiques to alternative perspectives on knowledge 

production. Diagnosing the problem requires incorporating the concept of reflexivity as a methodological lens, and 
using it to inform a particular approach to critical theory. Theory development involves turning the attention to 

contemporary theories of reflexivity, and highlighting the various levels at which reflexivity operates and how each 
of these levels can be related to a discussion on social, political and cultural change and transformation. 
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The internal elements of these discussions draw on framing concepts prevalent in 

sociological theory and coming to bear on Bourdieu's work. Each chapter in the thesis 

clarifies the high degree of 'synchronisation' arising between discourses on accountability 

and the narratives on social order and/or social change arising from contemporary 

sociological literature. At each stage, and in each chapter, the intention is to critique, 

methodologically, the assumptions underpinning previous research into accountability, its 

enhancement, and its role in controlling extant corporate behaviour. The motivation for 

critique will be discussed in terms of Bourdieu's perceived conviction that critical theory 

must be about creating 'homology' across discursive and disciplinary contexts (see, for 

example, Bourdieu, 1988, p. 173). The discussions advanced earlier in the thesis draw 

attention to an apparent need to 'broaden' the epistemological framework for knowledge 

production on accountability. As argued, this requires constructing an unconventional 

methodological context in which to consider how certain practices associated with 

accountability presume a particular, and situated, 'experience' of the social world. 
Throughout the analysis of previous research, attention is repeatedly drawn to those 

methodological positions that would apparently ease the 'adaptation' of accountability 

research in such a way as to allow it to include this approach to knowledge production and 

action. 
In the writing of the thesis, there is a purposive attempt to prevent the academic 

vernacular from obfuscating the subject under inquiry. For these purposes, the 'style' of 

argument switches between 'academic' data (i. e. previous research) and more 'down-to- 

earth' observations of everyday phenomenon related to the subject. This approach is also 
informed by Bourdieu's approach to critical theory (in particular, Bourdieu et al., 1999). It 

draws attention to the debate on academic 'praxis', and the idea that critical theory, to 

achieve real effect, must be transferable between the academic and political domains. This 

later, political, space is understood in terms of Bourdieu's concept of "habitus" (see 

Bourdieu, 1990a, b). The more 'down-to-earth' illustrations contained in the thesis (in 

particular in the 'Intermission' between Part I and Part II) can be interpreted as pointers 

towards possible empirical studies that could elucidate the relevance of a 'situated' and 

applied critique. This approach to praxis is implicit to the thesis, and relates to the 

assumption that intellectual products can (and perhaps should) perform roles that are not 
directly related to academic inquiry. In methodological terms, this approach is clarified in 

the opening chapter, which defends the use of previous research as empirical material, and 

explores the apparent link between sociological analysis, policy formation, and academic 

praxis. 
Chapter I focuses on a pertinent methodological discussion relating to why social- 

scientific research often fails to acknowledge the 'socially constructed' nature of discourse, 
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and why, consequentially, knowledge producers may lack an awareness of the ideological 

constraints that shape their views. It is argued that 'middle ground' accountability research 
displays a particular disposition, which relates to the use of 'information processing' 

metaphors and results in an over-reliance on the formalities of rules and procedures. This 

discursive context (and the research methodology it legitimates) is discussed with reference 

to Bourdieu, and in a way that parallels his general critique of the reproduction of inequality 

(see Bourdieu, 1998a, Bourdieu et al., 1999). Particular attention is given to the manner in 

which Bourdieu deconstructs the 'neo-liberal' discourse on order and locates neo-liberalism 

as the driver of economic and institutional reproduction. The relevance of Bourdieu to the 

study of accountability is ascertained by emphasising how this dominant neo-liberal 'way of 
life' sets boundary conditions on the what can be imagined in the discursive and political 

space. From this position of emphasis, several reasons are proposed for why accountability 
does not always operate as predicted via conventional research methodologies. Likewise, 

proposals are considered that are related to the rectification of this situation and the 

adoption of a non-procedural and'reflexive' approach. 
Notably, the opening chapter, as well as engaging in a general methodological 

discussion, explores Bourdieu's sociological 'strategy and his implicit approach to social 

change and 'praxeology'. It is argued, via Bourdieu, that what conventional approaches to 

accountability research imagine as possible prefigures (and limits) the production of 

accountability practices. The intricacies of this argument are discussed with reference to 

Bourdieu's core methodological texts (see Bourdieu 1990a, b), and the parallels between 

these texts and his apparent manner of intervening in the political space (see Bourdieu, 

1998a, b, and Bourdieu et al., 1999). The references contained in these latter works are 

imported as a way of highlighting how critical theory can be used as a tool for political 

mobilisation and, therefore, how Bourdieu's approach to sociological work may apply to 

accountability. Bourdieu's potential contribution to the discourse on accountability is 

explored on two levels. These relate first to methodology and to Bourdieu's particular 

approach to studying the social world, and then, in a more politicised context, to his 

'conspicuous' approach to critical theory and academic praxis. 
Chapter 2 considers the extent to which critical research on corporate social 

responsibility can be informed by the 'accounting' and other relevant 'business-related' 

literature on accountability. Bourdieu's understanding of the use (and abuse) of 
"epistemological capital" (see Bourdieu, 1990a, 1991) is used to position the various 
'dimensions' of accountability considered in previous research. Distinctions are made 
between different approaches to accountability, and 'dualisms' used to highlight the 

discursive conflicts which characterise those practices related to the 'discharge' of social 

responsibility. Accordingly, the review of previous research verifies what has already been 
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said about the worrying alignment of 'plural liberal' philosophy with the validation of 

enhanced disclosure practices as an efficacious means to 'enhance' the accountability of the 

modern corporation (see Adams, 2002, Cooper & Sherer, 1984, Everett, 2003a, Everett & 

Neu, 2000, Hines, 1991, Hoskin, 1996, Lehman, 1999, Mouck, 1995, Neu et at., 1988, Owen 

et al., 2000, Puxty, 1986, and Roberts, 2003). Alternative strands for development are cited 

in those elements of 'critical accounting' theory that highlight the congruence between 

cultural practices, cultural critique, and participation in the social construction of reality (see 

Arrington & Francis, 1993, Lehman, 1992, Lehman & Tinker, 1987). 

The problems with past research are diagnosed with reference to the proposed 
distinction between 'mechanistic' and 'organic' modes of accountability (see, for example, 
Hatherly, 1997, Roberts, 1991, and Munro, 1991). It is argued only the former relates to 

information being processed with reference to hierarchical structures and contractual 

obligations. Thus, those aspects of accountability research that adopt such reference points 

also have the effect of maintaining illusive divisions between so-called 'expert' and 'lay' 

judgement (see Power, 1997b). The latter (organic mode) avoids this relation, and its 

apparent problems, by referring to accountability as a 'sense making' process whereby power 

is exercised through agents interacting with communicative practice (see Ahrens, 1996, 

Cousins & Sikka, 1993, Czarniawska-Jeorges, 1996, Hoskin & Macve, 1986, Munro, 1996 and 
Roberts & Scapens, 1985). Significantly, and with reference to the cited authors, it is noted 

that studies of accountability in organisational contexts have evidenced awareness of 

mechanistic and organic modes. However, the study of macro-level or 'corporate' 

accountability remains arguably constrained by a historical (and often a more pragmatic) 
discourse on 'proceduralism' (see Lehman, 1999). It is argued that this discourse, and the 

theorists that assume the position it promotes, draws attention away from how 

accountability research can contribute to transforming institutional arrangements when it 

facilitates social preferences being actualised by social agents. 
Chapter 3 explores in more depth the dynamics of the discursive space related to 

corporate social responsibility and its conformance to different positions on the 

'enhancement' of accountability. This is done by mapping three distinct discourses on 

accountability, and constructing a taxonomy in which to ground the diagnosis of the 

problem. Specific segments of the literature on the enhancement of accountability are 

explored with the view to explaining the relations between these discourses, and their 

individual relation to the development of new 'communicative' practices. The first two 

discourses are related to 'neo-liberal' and 'liberal-democratic' positions on accountability, the 

latter of which has been considered as a viable extension to the former. Liberal theories of 

democracy, and their association to the development of a 'social accounting' project, are 

identified as the dominant change narrative finding application in the 'centre' of the political 
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space (see Bebbington & Gray, 1993, Gray, 1992, Gray et al., 1988,1991,1994,1995,1996, 

1997, Gray & Bebbington, 2000, Owen et al., 1997 and Patten, 1991). The hypotheses 

constructed by these theorists can be (and are) contrasted to the critique of the liberal 

position that has arisen from the 'critical accounting' project (see Cooper, 1988, Lehman, 

1999, Puxty, 1991, Tinker et al., 1991). It is argued that these (latter) theorists develop 

alternatives to the dominant liberal 'politics-of-the-centre' by situating their critiques at the 

peripheries of the political space. Significantly, this leads them to theorising a 'radical' 

position on accountability that can be likened to Bourdieu's position on critique being a 

precursor to political mobilisation. 
There is an 'Intermission' between Chapter 3 and 4, which is intended to clarify the 

situation mapped to this point. This consists of a creative empirical account, which adds 

value to the thesis in the form of a more situated critique. While this critique, articulated in 

this way, does not constitute an integral component of the exposition, it still serves a 

threefold purpose. In the first (functional) moment, it illustrates the positions in the 

discursive space that have been part of the previous mapping, and considers how these 

positions could be applied in a localised setting that is defined by spatial proximity. This 

gives an indication as to one of the types of 'field' study that would be legitimate in the 

context of a 'critical anthropology' of accountability practice. The methods employed are 

ethnographic and autobiographical, and draw on Dervin's (1999) position on reflexive 

methodology. Here, the actor is privileged as a theorist of her or his own world and the 

theorist (author) is considered as not only a theorist but also an actor .8 
In the second 

(critical) moment, the illustration attempts to reveal the insights to be derived from a 

situated deconstruction of taken-for-granted meanings of accountability and with particular 

respect to a reflexive observation of power (see Dervin, 1999 and Alvesson & Sköldberg, 

2000). In the third (reflexive) moment, it illustrates the missing space in the theoretical 

literature, and thus the particular gaps that exist between theory and practice. 
Chapter 4 outlines a conceptual framework within which to locate the philosophical 

epithets of a reflexive approach. This framework draws heavily on Bourdieu's direct 

references to reflexive processes, and uses these to explain some of the 

variables/problematics introduced through the review of research. This begins with the 

concept of 'legitimation', and the idea that many programmes associated with the 

enhancement of accountability do more to legitimate (than they do to reform) extant 

corporate behaviour (Neu et al., 1998). In response to this, an alternative perspective is 

developed which draws on the distinctions between Giddens's (1984) model for 

'structuration' and the more dynamic process that Bourdieu (1991) associates around the 

8 This position is outlined in Chapter 1. It also draws on Alvesson (1996) and Alvesson & Sköldberg's (2000) analysis 
of reflexive research methods. 
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'mystification-demystification' (critical hermeneutic) cycle. It is argued that the 

'institutionalism' of Giddens's model reinforces the role of expert systems in the relation 
between political action and social institutions. On the other hand, Bourdieu's model for 

`demystification' resembles the basis of a non-administered, and non-institutionalised 

critique, which it is argued could assist in the construction of a new 'politics of praxis' in 

accountability research (see Tinker & Gray, 2003). 9 In conclusion, the chapter reflects on 

these ideas in the context of recent developments in the area of social audit, and the 

'alternative' practices of 'silent' and 'shadow' accounting (see Dey, 2003, Everett, 2003, and 
Owen et. at., 2000). These alternatives to the conventional liberal approach towards the 

enhancement of accountability are evaluated in line with the framework informed by 

Bourdieu, where reflexive change demands alternative practices that operate somewhat 

independent of their targets (see Bourdieu, 1990a, p. 135). 

Chapter 5 draws attention to the various programmes of social resistance theorised by 

critical sociologists and used to aid the construction of new discourse on reflexive social 

change. The integrated work of several critical sociologists is incorporated into the thesis and 

used to reflect on a social and political space characterised by 'self-adaptive' relations 
between institutional and non-institutional agents. 1° Using Beck's theory (and the 

similarities between Beck and Giddens) as a baseline for examining reflexive processes, the 

chapter evaluates the extent to which accountability can be applied in a manner that ensures 
it evades being 'captured' by expertise. It is argued that Beck informs the idea that new forms 

of accountability emerge following atomisation, when individuals take measures to 

reconstruct their own biographies and re-enact their life-narratives. " These reconstructions 

and re-enactments apparently occur through new forms of social intervention, where new 

communicative modes are used to direct purposive action. 12 Expanding on this idea, the 

chapter explores Lash's contribution to the debate on 'reflexive modernisation'. 13 This draws 

9 Bourdieu's framing concepts of field and habitus, and the implicitly reflexive relationship he constructs between 
the two, are used to inform a new way of thinking about critique as a transformative object. It will be argued that 
Bourdieu interprets reflexive critique as contributing to new ways of seeing and doing in the political space, which 
subsequently bringing change at the level of discourse. 
10 This draws on contemporary theorists of reflexive modernisation (see Beck 1992a, 1992b, Giddens 1990,1991, 
and Lash 1993a). Particular attention will be directed at the ideas communicated through Beck's (1992a) metaphor 
of a 'risk society', in which the political space apparently consists of 'informed' individuals who create powerful 
means to evaluate expert knowledge. These conditions will be incorporated into previous debates on accountability, 
and related to the practice of 'epistemological scepticism'. 
tt Atomisation refers to the breakdown of traditional social structures, the withdrawal of the state, and the creation 
of a (ostensibly) autonomous individual agent. Atomisation follows the 'neo-liberal' doctrine of freedom, which is 
discussed in more detail in Ch. 3. 
12 Here, new forms of counter-expert knowledge accumulate around the peripheries of social fields, and innovative 
techniques allow this knowledge to augment social capital. This creates new epistemological ground in which to 
negotiate embedded contracts and reform institutionalised procedures. 
13 The social order Lash (1993) outlines in 'Reflexive Modernisation - The Aesthetic Dimension' (1993a), and with 
Urry (1994) in their'Economies of Sign and Space', is in fact a society characterised mostly by'disorder'. Lash (1993) 
argues that Beck (like Giddens) only theorises a particular strand of reflexive cognition: where critique is by the 
universal and of the particular. Thus, Beck apparently does not account for the fact that while traditional institutions 
may recede in the wake of atomisation, they are replaced with quasi-autonomous, yet still fully administered, 
information structures. 
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attention to the idea that cognition often stops at the 'aesthetic', and that aesthetic modes of 

communication help social agents to manage the complexity of a social world pervaded by 

information. It is argued that Lash's position informs another dimension of reflexivity that 

holds more in common with Bourdieu's understanding of reflexive critique. This position, it 

is implied, could be used to inform alternative approaches to enhancing accountability, 

which are testimony to the distinction and relation that Bourdieu establishes between expert 

('scientific') and individual ('narcissistic') reflexivity. 
Chapter 6 explores the idea that the procedures of cognitive and aesthetic accountability 

are always underpinned by a non-procedural form of hermeneutic interpretation. The 

hermeneutic cycle is applied to accountability through the notion of 'dialogic' 

communication. 14 It will be argued that such forms of communication are seen as an integral 

part of accountability in that they form the base element of cohesion in social communities. 

They reflect back on what ethnomethodologists describe as the 'feeling' of belonging, mutual 

understanding, solidarity, and trust, that are the base components of social cohesion. The 

chapter reflects on this idea, and considers whether a hermeneutic approach to research 

would bestow accountability researchers with a new understanding of the base relations 

already established between corporations, institutions, sub-politics, and individuals. This 

draws attention to the fact that these relations, and their associated systems of 

accountability, are often sustained in the absence of procedures. 15 It is argued that this 

situation is often overlooked in the construction and legitimation of a liberal approach to 

accountability. Indeed, it appears that the more liberal theorists attempt to link the 

enhancement of accountability to information processing and use, the more they appear to 

disconnect it from the dialogic processes that establish themselves prior to any cognitive 

mode of reasoning. Thus, repositioning 'enhancement' in line with a post-liberal and 

hermeneutic approach would require re-connecting research on accountability to these pre- 

cognitive and non-procedural processes. 

The chapter concludes by drawing on various aspects of communitarian sociology and 

political theory, noting how it provides insights into 'reinventions of community' as they 

occur perpetually in late modernity (see Etzioni, 1995, Rose, 2000, Taylor, 1994). This helps 

to establish the theoretical stage from which ideas of community and citizenship have come 

to inform new theories of accountability (see Lehman, 2001). It is argued that a 

'communitarian' approach to accountability would refocus critical research on points of 

engagement between agents in the political space (theorists, educators, corporations, 

14 Dialogic communication can be thought of as involving a certain form of information that is non-descriptive, non- 
administered, and less coercive in its effect, and which embodies the principle of polyvocality. This draws on the idea 
that often communication does not try to disrupt embedded knowledge, nor does it place embodied critique in 
opposition to embedded description, but conveys a sense of ontological 'being in the world'. 
15 This argument is built by leaving aside notions of field and capital, to focussing instead on the idea that 
'background dialogues' operate to build shared meanings through the habitus of lived practice. 
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consumers, and activists). This would subsequently restore a base understanding of how 

accountability exists as the lived experience of a community. 16 Drawing finally on Rose 

(2000), it is argued that the language of community can be used to locate new strands of 

participative democracy in an "extra-political zone of human relations" (p. 1400). The 

'communitarian' turn in accountability could subsequently be reflected in forms of research 

that first sought to understand the needs of a particular community, and then refocus these 

requirements as the target for political action. This would then create the necessary 

conditions for Bourdieu's "ecological" reflexivity (as distinct from scientific and narcissistic 

forms), and the necessary connection to the critical anthropology that is the basis of 

Bourdieu's praxis. 

Outline of proposed contributions 

The main contributions of the thesis can be viewed, in effect, as methodological 

contributions. They emerge in the form of a framework for accountability research and 

practice, which associates social change processes (related to the 'enhancement' of 

accountability) with a reflexive approach to knowledge production on the subject. This 

framework is informed, for the most part, by an interpretation of Bourdieu's particular 

approach to 'critical theory'. 17 Of note is that there is no singular critical theory and, in 

general, critical theories (like Bourdieu's) can be described as 'framework theories' of 

knowledge construction under modern capitalist society. It is assumed that the development 

and application of a critical theory (in any particular context) blurs the boundary between 

methodology and theory. Hence, the outcome is neither a new theory (per se) nor an 

alternative methodology. In fact, the main contributions of the proposed thesis can be 

considered 'critical-theoretical'. 18 These contributions are derived from a fundamental 

critique of the methodological frameworks applied in reformist-oriented accountability 

research, and the articulation of an alternative perspective on the possibilities for this 

research. This alternative is constructed from theoretical materials supplied by critical 

sociologists (for the most part Bourdieu). The arguments contained in the thesis offer a 

radical critique of the 'terms-of-reference' of mainstream research geared towards the 

16 This is then linked to a hermeneutic discourse on accountability, hypothesising the possibilities for non- 
procedural dialogic practices that operate in contexts defined by the proximity of interaction and polyvocality 
(Lehman, 2001, Roberts, 2003). 
11 Critical theory can be thought of as a 'meta-theoretical' construct (i. e. an umbrella term for a class of theories that 
share a preoccupation with the difficulties of knowledge construction under capitalism). Thus, Adorno' s 'critical 
theory' Is not the same as that of Habermas's, and Bourdieu's critical theory is not the same as that of Foucault's. 
18 Theories can describe (phenomenological theorisation); connect (establish relationships, correlations, etc) or 
explain. The following thesis contains a theory that connects (i. e. offers a new way of thinking about how the puzzle 
pieces can be put together). As such, it takes the form of a'meta-theory'. 
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enhancement of accountability. This critique seeks to undermine the basis of knowledge 

claims made by the leading advocates of the mainstream approach, and to propose an 

alternative theoretical/methodological approach to engagement across the entire research 
domain. 

While many of the methodological discussions contained in the thesis do not constitute 

an altogether new perspective for critical sociologists, they are original in their application to 

accountability systems and practices. The proposed contributions are such that they build 

upon previous research concerned with corporate practice and particularly the relations 
between corporations and a broad spectrum of stakeholders. It is assumed that research in 

this area directly influences the development of programmes and policies related to the 

pursuit of broader corporate social responsibility. The thesis draws attention to those aspects 

of 'critical' and 'social' accounting theory that have addressed the role of (accounting) 

theorists in the resolution and amelioration of social conflict (see Briloff, 1972, Cousins & 

Sikka, 1993, Everett, 2003b, Gray, 1992, Lehman, 1992, Lehman, 1999, Mouck, 1994, Neu et 

al., 2001, Puxty, 1986, and Roberts, 1991). Notably, many of the theorists cited above have 

equated this resolution, sometimes implicitly, with 'enhancements' to existing systems of 

accountability. The intention is to develop a conceptual framework that assists theory 

building in this domain and informs existing understandings of the dynamics of this 

project 19 It is argued via this framework that the various discourses on the subject 

correspond to models for reform that can be associated with different systems of political 

action and intervention. 

The conceptual framework that emerges from this exploration offers a new way of 

thinking about accountability as a lived and organic practice. It is argued that a theory of 

reflexivity (and the dynamics of reflexive social change) draws attention to not only 

'cognitive', but also 'aesthetic' and 'hermeneutic' processes 2° The insights offered are 

important for reformist-oriented research, which traditionally remains trapped by the 

'overdeterminism' embodied in the analysis of cognitive processes. It is argued that this 

disposition often leads (liberal) accountability research to a point of focus that assumes 

agents (stakeholders) are informed from an outside and apparently autonomous information 

provider. Thus, the mainstream research on enhancement is overdetermined because of its 

tendency to marginalise 'group life' and instead choose to develop frameworks for'reporting' 

on corporate performance that could generate data to inform the traditional academic 

19 By 'conceptual framework' it is meant a means to allocate normative (judgmental) processes as embedded in a 
contested discursive space. 
20 The idea of a 'cognitive' theory can be easily applied to accounting processes, given that they are assumed to 
involve information provision, processing and informed use. The idea of an 'aesthetic' theory can likewise be 
integrated, and as an 'extension' of the standard model, only now (following this extension) there is more attention 
granted to the 'sign' value of information. Aside from both of these, a 'hermeneutic' theory draws attention to a 
cyclical process, involving a constant and continual exchange of representations. Thus, it is more suited to analysing 
accounting processes (and accountability) in the form of a dialogue. 
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'environmental' movement. 21 This is not to say that the large body of work associated with 

mainstream research has not highlighted the need for a more situated and externally- 

produced critique of corporate practice. Yet, and perhaps owing to the attention given to a 

procedural theory, it fails to account for the fact that 'dialogic' communication (i. e. within 

groups) is often better suited for constructing knowledge of the conditions of modern 

capitalism. 22 As will be argued in the thesis, a theory of reflexivity informs the importance of 

these communicative forms in a society restricted by the volume, ubiquity, and ephemerality 

of information. 

The framework offered in the following thesis seeks to offset the problems associated 

with a data-oriented approach to reformist-oriented research. This approach, it is argued, 
locates both the cognitive and the aesthetic dimensions of accountability within the same 

procedural model of information provision, processing and use. For reformists, this has the 

effect of suspending projects for change between the counterbalancing practices of 
'descriptive pragmatism' and 'radicalised critique'. 23 It will be argued that a hermeneutic 

approach to knowledge production on accountability allows this dualism to be breached, by 

reconceptualising knowledge production itself as a lived practice that is known and 

experienced through 'background' dialogues. This draws on the observation that with so 

many details and descriptions to process in cognitive systems, accountability processes 
become reduced to a process of symbolic exchange: a point carrying many similarities to 
labour process and consumption theory. 24 It is argued that an awareness of the symbolic 
dimension could possibly redirect reformist-oriented research towards a combined project, 

which would use the notion of 'hermeneutic reflexivity' to consider the merits of a broader 

dialogic model for accountability. This assumes that thinking this way about how others 

think, and about how group life can be best communicated, and about how political 

21 This produces a basis for the development of a liberal approach that fails to see the environmental critique as 
supplementary to the more general critique of capitalism. It is argued that it is in many respects the distance from 
'group life' that constrains liberal accountability research. This could explain why it is that several theorists in this 
domain have begun to consider the importance of importing 'communitarian' sociology to the debate on macro-level 
accountability (see Lehman, 2001). 
22 For example, group life can be seen to be at the heart of 'factory life', which can be seen as one of the many sites in 
which resistance to exploitation is articulated. One dimension of this resistance arguably appears in accountability 
processes within, across, and up and down the organisation. (This idea was drawn from several discussions with 
Penny Ciancanelli on the merits of labour process theory and its references to accountability). 
23 These practices correspond acutely to the different projects arising out of 'social' and 'critical' accounting theory. 
For example, while the social accounting project tends to defer to the pragmatism of providing an administered 
description of events, the critical accounting project seeks to disseminate a radical critique of these events. The 
problem addressed (in the thesis) is one In which the former of these projects defers to cognition, while the latter 
revels in the power of the aesthetic. Neither of these representational forms provides access to the real manner in 
which social agents come to understand social conditions. 
24 This necessarily makes researchers think of their role in group life and their capacities to articulate a collective 
experience. For example, it can be argued that individuals working in petrochemical plants are made aware on a 
daily basis of the meaning of cost efficiency with respect to environmental degradation and the concomitant threat 
to their personal health. The same thing occurs with individuals consuming food, and being constantly reminded of 
the possible risks and hazards associated with that consumption. 

14 



engagement can transpire through a community, could provide a methodological basis for 

theory development and practice in this area of study. 

15 



1. 
DIRECTIVES: 

Bourdieu's work, critical theory, and insights into the 
use (and abuse) of methodology in social research 

The objective structures which the sociologist constructs in the objectivist moment, by 
setting aside the subjective representations of the agents, are the basis of subjective 
representations and they constitute the structural constraints which influence interaction; 
but, on the other hand, these representations also have to be remembered if one wants to 
account above all for the daily individual and collective struggles which aim at transforming 
or preserving those structures" (Bourdieu, 1991, ̀ Language and Symbolic Power', p. 126). 

Bourdieu uses the term 'field' not in the conventional manner of referring to a 

disciplinary area or a locus of expertise, but to describe a 'discursive space' (lit. trans. 

`I'espace de discours'). Fields, in Bourdieu's sociological framework, have two distinct 

properties. On the one hand, a field constitutes a discrete space in which cultural (or 

informational) products are produced and disseminated to the social world. On the other, 

they are multi-dimensional: each dimension of a field represents an established discursive 

position from which analyses of this world (lit. trans. 'l'espace social') are conducted and 

applied (see Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). In his dialogue with Wacquant, Bourdieu suggests 

that discursive spaces hold references to 'pre-defined' analytical positions, which influence 

the allocation of meaning to 'floating' concepts. The inferences drawn from this dialogue, and 

from Bourdieu's other discussions of the field metaphor, illustrate his position on 

methodology and his approach to critical theory (see Bourdieu, 1990b, Bourdieu, 1991). This 

chapter offers an interpretation of this position, and explores the significance of studying the 

social world from within the parameters of a discursive field. Various approaches to 

methodology are discussed and used to elucidate the relevance of methodology, and of 

methodological assumptions, for studying how accountability applies to the modern 

corporation. The intention is to establish philosophical, methodological, and political 

directives from which the proposed thesis draws, and to thus highlight the potential of 

Bourdieu's position to guide the critical development of this particular vein of research and 

practice. 
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The aim is to demonstrate that Bourdieu's work informs the development of critical 

sociology, and that the dynamic relationships he attributes to 'fields' corresponds to a 

'reflexive' position on social change and transformation. ' In light of this, the following 

discussion on methodology advances the idea of several discourses competing for the 

authority of the discursive field from which accountability draws meaning. Links are 

established between a reflexive position (as it applies to social-scientific research) and 

existing critical theories and methodologies. This draws attention to what several theorists 

define as 'reflexive methodology', and to the potential for a general theory of reflexivity to 

explain the dynamics of power operating between discursive positions (see, for example, 

Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2000, Beck et al., 2003, Dervin, 1999, Gidden1990, and Lash, 

1994). Drawing initially from Alvesson & Sköldberg (2000) and Dervin (1996), a line of 

demarcation is constructed between reflexive and pre-reflexive (otherwise thought of as 

'procedural') approaches to social-scientific research. It is argued that reflexive approaches 

often dispute the validity of-Procedural interpretations by challenging the common 

assumption that the economic, social, and cultural world can be sufficiently described in 

terms of the 'administered' rules supposedly governing social practice. Thus, the synchrony 

between reflexivity and a general theory of social change equates with an apparent shift, in 

social-scientific research, towards a retrospective (otherwise thought of as 'meta-theoretical') 

critique of the outcomes of procedure. 2 

To be more specific: the particular context of accountability examined is that which 

relates to the social responsibility of the modern corporation, and the relation between this 

and theories of institutional governance, regulation, and models of political action. The 

particulars of this contexts will be explained with reference to the theoretical perspective 

Bourdieu applies to legitimate his position on the apparently reflexive relationship between 

theory and practice. 3 Several of the arguments advanced below focus on Bourdieu's specific 

critique of the institutional structures he saw as to blame for reproducing a procedural 

approach to research. For example, much of Bourdieu's work exalts the concept that 'neo- 

liberal' institutions legitimate their place with reference to a theory of order, which, aside 

from its claims, merely works to maintain the 'perception' of order in existing institutional 

I This position is apparent from the opening quote. It describes a double movement (typical to French critical 
theory) where the interpretation (identification of objective structure) sets aside the 'given' (observed material) to 
identify what'over-determines' It. 
2 These ideas will be expanded on in later chapters, where it will be argued that the challenge represented by 

reflexive methodology has been integrated Into several prominent theories of social change (see Beck, 1992a. 1992b, 
1994, Giddens, 1990,1991,1994, and Lash, 1993,1994). The work of these theorists will be discussed in more detail 
in Part II of the thesis, in particular chapters 5 and 6. For now, the Intention is to draw on reflexivity as a 
methodological basis for critique, rather than an alternative approach to theorising social change. 
3 These insights into methodology are used to set-the-scene for a detailed examination of projects related to 
'enhancing' the accountability (and social responsibility) of the modern corporation. Bourdleu s methodological 
critique is used to explain how procedural approaches to accountability set the boundary conditions (parameters) on 
what can be imagined as the outcome of studying this context of accountability practice 
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arrangements. Later chapters in the thesis will draw from a more detailed discussion of this 

idea, and will consider the problems of applying, uncritically, a neo-liberal discourse to the 

study of accountability. A neo-liberal discourse on accountability, aside from its procedural 

orientation, will be presented as being problematic in the context of 'corporate social 

responsibility'. For example, neo-liberals gravitate towards a position on corporate social 

responsibility in which accountability apparently operates as a 'self-regulating' process, and 

is fully embedded in 'problem-solving' markets (see Watts & Zimmerman, 1980, and 

Benston, 1982). 

Despite not discussing, directly, the concept of accountability, Bourdieu did leave a 

significant pointer for critical theorists interested in the subject and concerned about the 

issue of corporate social responsibility. This directive is rendered below in the form of an 

expression of concern, indicating Bourdieu's disquiet with the forms of communication, 

representation, and evaluation privileged by social institutions in their governing of the 

economy. It is taken from an essay of Bourdieu's, headed "Neo-liberalism: The Utopia 

(Becoming a Reality) of Unlimited Exploitation" - from a collection of works poignantly 

titled "Acts of Resistance: Against the New Myths of Our Time" (Bourdieu, 1998a). 4 Like 

many of the articles and speeches in this collection, this directive can be read as the 

culmination of Bourdieu's project for political intervention. Contained within it are trace 

elements of his early discussions on social 'reproduction' and the 'disembedding' effects of 

myth' (see Bourdieu, 1991). These are then merged with his critique of neo-liberal theory and 

his suggestion of a radical alternative (see Bourdieu, 1999). For example, Bourdieu states: 

If one can retain some reasonable hope, it is that, in state institutions and also in the 
dispositions of agents (especially those most attached to these institutions, like the minor 
state nobility), there still exists forces which, under the appearance of simply defending a 
vanishing order and the corresponding `privileges' (which is what they will be accused of), 
will in fact, to withstand the pressure, have to work to invent and construct a social order 
which is not governed solely by the pursuit of selfish interest and individual profit, and which 

makes room for collectives oriented towards rational pursuit of collectively defined and 

approved ends. Among these collectives - associations, unions and parties -a special place 
should surely be made for the state, national or, better still, supranational, in other words a 
European state (as a stage on the way to a world state), capable of effectively controlling and 
taxing the profits made on the financial markets; capable also, and above all, of countering 
the destructive action which those markets exert on the labour market, by organizing, with 
the aid of the unions, the definition and defence of the public interest - which, whether one 
likes it or not, will never even by juggling the figures. be produced by the accountant's view 
of the world (once one would have said 'grocer's') which the new belief system presents as the 

supreme form of human achievement (Bourdieu, 1998a, p. 104-5, emphasis added). 

4 These titles are given because they provide linguistic pointers to Bourdieu's more general sociological project. In 

the first moment, they refer to the subject of his critique (of 'neo-liberalism ), and the manner of this theory being 
legitimated (via 'myth') as a dominant discursive position. In the second moment, they refer to the unintended 
consequences of neo-liberal reconstruction, and the process of social 'exploitation' being met by new forms of 
'resistance'. 
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Following from this, the following chapter engages in a discussion of the various 

concepts that demarcate Bourdieu's specific contribution to sociological thought. The 

intention is to establish, from the start, how exactly Bourdieu's directives can be used to 

carve out a distinct theory of social practice, and how they come to infer new ways of 

thinking about accountability. Four specific discussions are advanced in the process. First, 

the framing concepts of 'habitus' and 'field' are defined and related to Bourdieu's specific 

methodological approach. Second, Bourdieu's work is considered in the context of an implicit 

'reflexive' methodology, and the implications, for social-scientific research in general, of 

applying a reflexive theory of social practice. Third, Bourdieu's approach to sociology is 

discussed with reference to its correlation to existing frameworks for critical theory. 

Particular attention is given to Marxist and Habermasian approaches to critical theory, and 

their correlation to Bourdieu's theory of social change. This links to the final discussion, in 

which this theory is placed in the context of Bourdieu's critique of neo-liberalism. It will be 

argued through this discussion that while neo-liberal theory has a colonising effect on the 

discursive space, certain forms of academic 'praxis', going by Bourdieu's approach, operate to 

transform, reflexively, the classificatory schemes of this space. 5 

1. Bourdieu's concept terms 

Bourdieu's work can be contextualised with reference to his apparent motives for 

engaging, as a significant part of his research agenda, in methodological debates (see 

Bourdieu, 1990a, b, and Bourdieu, 1991). The discussions on methodology found in these 

texts reveal his desire to legitimate an unconventional approach to research, to explain his 

return to the empirical world, and to vent his growing disillusionment with 'conventional' 

sociology (see, for example, Bourdieu, 1984). It is unsurprising that Bourdieu's shift in 

approach correlates chronologically with its methodological defence. In other words, 

Bourdieu's desire to revive a critical and highly politicised form of doing sociology was part- 

and-parcel of his critique of methodological conventions. 6 The ideas he expresses in "The 

Logic of Practice" exemplify this stance, and uphold the argument that conventional theories 

of agency obscure or rarely reflect how action comes into play within a 'bounded' political 

space. He states that since such theories focus on structured rules and mechanistic 

behaviour, they discount the idea that "the conditions of rational action are never given in 

practice" (Bourdieu, 1990a, p. 11). Thus, the discernible problem with conventional 

5 This highlights the need to 'synchronise' academic work with strategies for institutional reform, and to 'rethink' 
how accountability research constructs and embeds 'epistemological' categories and modes of thought. 
6 Of note is the publication dates of the French editions of 'Distinction" (first published 1979, trans. 1984) and 'The 
Logic of Practice (first published 1980, trans. 1990). 
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approaches to doing sociology is that they prompt the 'rationalisation' of processes seldom 
bound by a common rationality.? 

Bourdieu's persistent attempts to sanction an alternative methodological approach can 
be interpreted as his 'backlash' to the (ostensible) rule that social-scientific research has less 

credibility if it includes self-reflection or supposes 'reflexive action' (see Bourdieu, 1990b). 

For example, Bourdieu explains acutely some of the noted problems with conventional 

sociological methods, and their tendency to incite sociologists to search for rational 

analytical frameworks in which to explain social action. On one hand, Bourdieu implies that 

conventional approaches8 to knowledge production are flawed because they foreclose any 
debate on boundary conditions. These conditions limit agents' 'capacities' to act by 

restricting their access to relevant information and shortening the time available for 

reflecting on this information. On the other hand, Bourdieu argues that the methodological 
biases found in conventional 'epistemologies' promote a problematic division between so- 

called 'expert' and 'lay' judgement. In his dialogue with Wacquant (see Bourdieu & 

Wacquant, 1992), Bourdieu makes inferences as to the methodological impact of this 

championing of rational expertise, and how it compels social researchers to adopt a 

'procedural' approach. Unfortunately, as he implies, this gives undue attention to the 

workings of structured rules and rule-bound procedures, and negates the effect of 

subjectivity (or scepticism) introduced through critical awareness. 
Many of Bourdieu's 'anthropological' studies convey the impression that despite being 

oblivious to models and frameworks depicting (ex poste) 'rational' social actions, social 

agents only ever act in a 'reasoned' and intuitive manner (see, for example, Bourdieu, 1962). 9 

In later texts, Bourdieu explains the apparent everyday construction of reasoned, intuitive, 

and self-adaptive behaviour in terms of a specific relationship between social structures and 

social agents (see Bourdieu, 1977,1990a). These ideas will be discussed in later chapters and 

related to various perspectives on, and attempts to model, conceptually, those practices 

associated with accountability, and corporate social responsibility, as they pertain to the 

modern corporation. Bourdieu's arguments will be used to problematise the merits of 

maintaining these restrictions on knowledge production when conducting a reflexive 

investigation into this aspect of accountability. It will be argued (later) that rather than 

rendering this practice via a 'structuralist' lens (as currently determined), accountability is 

7 By this it is meant that conventional approaches to sociology assign rationality (ex poste) to social actions without 
considering the context of these actions. 
8 Examples of this include the work of Durkheim, Weber and 'functionalists' like Parsons. See commentary to follow. 
9 Reasoning is a capacity and a condition of existence of human beings; undisputed or taken-for-granted in all social 
theory. This differs from rationality, which is a variously constructed type of reasoning and use of the concept is 
highly disputed. Not all reasoning is rational. Rationality is used in describing the individual's orientation toward 
social action. (These points were raised during discussions on these terms with Penny Ciancanelli). I understand 
Bourdieu's (1990a) 'Logic of Practice' as a reference to the intuitive'reasoning' that motivates behaviour. 
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better explained at the intersection of a structuralist and a constructivist methodology (see, 

for example, Bourdieu, 1990b, pp. 120-123). Of significance to this thesis is that Bourdieu 

advocates a particular style of empiricism for analysing this intersecting 'logic', which, if 

applied critically, would apparently bring new perspectives to bear on existing social 

problems. 

In terms of the proposed thesis, Bourdieu's 'logic' -a transcendental idea/ideal 

appearing in several of his works - will be encapsulated in and through the development of a 

theory of 'reflexivity. Prior to his dialogue (with Wacquant) on reflexive sociology, Bourdieu 

hints at the idea of a 'self-adaptive' practice, and the relationship this holds to the concept of 

reflexivity. For example, in "The Logic of Practice" Bourdieu notes that self-adaptive 

'problem-solving' behaviour can follow "the intuitions of a logic of practice which is the 

product of a lasting exposure to similar conditions" (Bourdieu, 1990a, p. 11, emphasis 

added). He argues that as social agents become aware of the process of historical 

conditioning that always governs their actions, they come to "anticipate the necessity 

immanent in the way of the world" (ibid. p. 11). These brief pointers encapsulate an 

important dimension of Bourdieu's methodological approach. Although Bourdieu was not 

one for methodological labels, he refers (see quote below) to his position as one explained by 

the reflexive arrangement of 'structuralist constructivism' meeting 'constructivist 

structuralism'. 1° "The Logic of Practice", "Essays Towards a Reflexive Sociology", and 

"Language and Symbolic Power" all contain a more detailed discussion of this approach, and 

carry several references to Bourdieu's concept terms of "habitus" and "field" (see Bourdieu, 

1990a, b, and 1991). 11 

It is in "Essays Towards a Reflexive Sociology" that Bourdieu comes closest to issuing a 

'back of a napkin' definition of his position on methodology; in the idea of a 'double and 

obscure relationship' between 'habitus' and 'field'. 

By structuralism or structuralist, I mean that there exist, in the social world itself, and not 

merely in symbolic systems, language, myth, etc., objective structures which are independent 

of the consciousness and desires of agents and are capable of guiding or constraining their 

practices or their representations. By constructivism, I mean that there is a social genesis, on 
one hand of the patterns of perceptions, thought and action which are constitutive of what I 

call the habitus, and on the other hand of social structures, and in particular of what I call 
fields and groups" (Bourdieu, 1990b, p. 123). 

10 These were self-appointed during a lecture at the University of California, San Diego, in March, 1986 (see Coulon, 
1995, p. 70). Bourdieu has also been described as a 'structuralist', an 'interpretivist', a 'critical realist', and an 
empiricist', all of which describe certain aspects of his sociological work. 
tt I understand these theory-building concepts of habitus and field to be at the core of Bourdieu's sociological 
project. Their use is consistent across 'Distinction' (Bourdieu, 1984). 'Homo Academicus' (Bourdieu, 1988), 'The 
Logic of Practice' (Bourdieu, 1990a), 'Essays Towards a Reflexive Sociology', (Bourdieu, 1990b), and 'Language & 
Symbolic Power' (Bourdieu, 1991). They are further explicated in the dialogue between Bourdieu and Wacquant 
transcribed in their 'Invitation to Reflexive Sociology (Bourdieu & Wacquant. 1992). 
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The logic Bourdieu describes (above) distinguishes between explanations for action 
deduced from theory and explanations constructed through lived experience, habitual 

conduct and background practices. This distinction will be explored further throughout the 

thesis, and related to practices associated with accountability. 12 The former set of (i. e. 

theoretical) explanations can be drawn from the predefined positions of a discursive, 

academic, or intellectual 'field'. The latter set, on the other hand, remains embedded in a 

social or political space, and thus in what Bourdieu terms a 'habitus'. The habitus is, 

according to Bourdieu, at the same time a conceptual and empirical space, containing and 

reflecting 'ways of being' that influence agents' interpretations of the social world. It can be 

inferred from this that the first 'moment' of research (i. e. knowledge production) is 

structuralist. Bourdieu embraces the idea that social agents gear their actions towards 

practical functions and that agency operates within the confines of a structured space. 
However, it similarly holds true for Bourdieu that agents do not act in an 'instrumental' 

manner, and that social action cannot be reduced to explanations given by conventional 

sociologists. As distinct from the likes of Weber, Durkheim, and Parsons, 13 Bourdieu 

acknowledges that a (reflexive) awareness of the boundary conditions of their habitus 

provides agents with the capacity to transform given, administered, and institutionalised 

structures. 
Later chapters will examine and critique the problem of a 'hegemonic' discourse on 

accountability, and how this discourse, and its relation to neo-liberal theory, helps to 

institutionalise a form of practice bound up in administered rules and procedures. The 

effects of discourse and the power of language are discussed by Bourdieu in "Language and 

Symbolic Power" (see Bourdieu, 1991). Here, in what has become another of his seminal 

texts, Bourdieu considers how discourses often come to focus, at any point in time, on a 

particular issue or 'topical' problem. This effect produces a 'delimited'14 discursive space, 

which, in the context of the following thesis, relates to the plethora of policies and 

programmes that are constructed in the language of 'corporate social responsibility'. 

Bourdieu argues that the power of language imposes a 'hegemonic' discourse within the 

12 Bourdieu argues that this "double and obscure relation" operates along two complementary tracks. First. It 
operates as a relation of "conditioning", where the authority of particular models determines their potential to set 
the boundary conditions experienced by agents acting through the habitus. This allows fields to be analysed as the 
'locus' of practice, explicable in frameworks of relations, properties, and capacities for action. On the other hand, the 
relation between habitus and field is rendered a relation of "knowledge", where the habitus gives meaning to the 
theoretical field, and legitimates its models as logical approaches to analysis (see Bourdieu, 1990a, p. 127). Thus, the 
former can be understood as a space in which the relative position of active models comes to condition agents' 
situated experience of a habitus. 
13 The work of these theorists will be touched upon later in the thesis (see Ch. 4). However, it was felt that 
conducting a more detailed discussion of the difference between Bourdieu's sociology and that of the structuralist 
tradition was outwith the scope of the proposed thesis. For such a comparison, see various essays in the edited 
collection of "Bourdieu: Critical Perspectives" (Calhoun et al., Ed., 1993). 
14 The delimited field may be focussed on a particular set of practices, yet still reflects the status of positions in the 
broader discursive field. 
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delimited field, thus circumscribing the range and scope of thought. This 'delimiting' effect 

also plays an important role in the process of constructing boundary conditions for 

engagement in the political space. To clarify this in terms of the entirety of the proposed 

thesis: boundary conditions limit what agents think of as accountability by limiting the 

language used to describe its relation to other concepts. The power of language lies in the fact 

that those first to or 'best' at delimiting certain concepts can also set parameters on 
knowledge requirements for the practices most commonly associated with the realisation of 
these concepts. 

In the last decade, the cited elements of Bourdieu's works have come to hold a more 

prominent position at the forefront of modern sociology. As such, many concurrent 
interpretations of Bourdieu have become part of the sociology literature (see, for example, 
Brubaker, 1993, Coulon, 1995, Fowler, 1997, Lash, 1993b, Myles, 1999, Robbins, 1991, and 
Swartz, 1997). These authors employ Bourdieu's concept terms (of habitus and field) and 

apply them to knowledge production in the context of health, education, and judicial 

systems. 15 Significantly, these theorists concur on the most common interpretation of fields 

as a discursive space, and as a space in which social practices are legitimated through the 

production of knowledge and the 'objectification' of social action. Many of them use the 

concept of field to illustrate a multidimensional space, and to frame an analysis of the 

multiple dimensions of any given social practice. Robbins (1991), for example, infers that 

Bourdieu's fields are the locus of his 'gaming' metaphor, and reflect "large halls in which 

tables and chairs are laid out in clusters and at which groups of people sit and play games" 
(Robbins, 1991, p. 85). This metaphor provides a useful guide for critical theorists, and 

implies that the games conducted within the discursive field produce both winners and 

losers. The privileges of being a winner correspond to control over the process of 

objectification, and the legitimation (in the broader social field) of a dominant discursive 

position. 
In Bourdieu's sociological work, discursive spaces reflect struggles for power and 

conflicts over the effects of adopting analytical positions. Thus, fields can be described with 

reference to the conflicts that naturally arise when various theorists from different 

standpoints come to focus their attention on a particular subject or pose a topical question. 

As a core input to his particular form of critical theory, Bourdieu communicates his 

interpretation of the discursive struggles characterising fields. This informs the dominant 

ideologies and 'historical-cultural' conditions that (in, for example, a classical Marxist 

arrangement) provide a traditional grounding for the execution of critical theory. The full 

Is Of note, these represent some of the most common areas of inquiry in contemporary critical sociology. Their 
analysis involves looking at both antra- and inter-organisational systems and processes, and thus at micro-, meso-, 
and macro-level phenomenon (see Dervin, 1999). 
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spectrum of forms traditionally adopted by modern critical theory will be discussed below, 

and explored throughout the thesis. In particular, these are related to work of Marx, 

Habermas, and Foucault, as well as the interpretations of their work contained in more 

contemporary theories of modernity and postmodernity (see, for example, Giddens, 1990, 

Beck et al., 2003, and Lash & Urry, 1994). Notably, and in the case of Bourdieu, an 

awareness of the discursive struggles that characterise fields enables a critical form of 

research. As is implied by Bourdieu, this form acquires its distinctive nature from the fact 

that it is always directed at making explicit, or rendering visible, the use (and abuse) of 
discursive power. 

Similarly, Bourdieu implies that established positions in fields convey power via the 

'schemata' - the patterns of perception, thought, knowledge production, and action - 
contained in the political space (see Bourdieu, 1990b). The powerful sets of schemata 
installed by a hegemonic discourse prevent agents in the field from gaining knowledge of 

alternative theoretical positions. Thus, Bourdieu's 'gaming' metaphor can be thought of in 

terms of Foucault's 'power-knowledge' relations: in both cases, the reference is to the 

workings of an 'intangible' mode of power. On one hand, in Foucault's sociology, 
'discursive/disciplinary power' determines how action transpires in the political space. 16 On 

the other, and in Bourdieu's case, the manner in which the power of discourse comes into 

play is subtler, and has to do with the privileging of certain species of 'epistemological 

capital' (see Bourdieu, 1991, p. 15). Powerful agents employ capital as a means to embed 
interpretative schemes that legitimate the privileges of these privileged species. Significantly, 

each arrangement of capital also contains a corresponding set of schemata, and thus the 

dynamics of these arrangements presupposes the presence of alternatives. As Bourdieu 

argues, "just as the relative value of cards changes with each game, 11 the hierarchy of the 

different species of capital (economic, social, cultural, and symbolic) varies across the various 

fields" (see Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 98). 

The "schemes of perception and appreciation" (see Bourdieu, 1990b, p. 131) of the 

habitus relate to the modes of interpretation, evaluation and action agents employ to give 

meaning to discourse. Bourdieu assumes that new forms of social inquiry and analysis, 

subsequently referred to as elements of 'reflexive critique' (see chapter 4), can be used to 

resolve struggles between discursive positions. Bourdieu's invitation to reflexive sociology 
draws strength for this approach, supposing that since there are always conflicts within a 

16 In Foucault's sociology, power-knowledge relations operate through forms of discursive power, otherwise thought 
of as disciplinary power. Foucault's ideas will be explored in more detail later in the thesis. For now, the point is that 
both Bourdieu and Foucault explain the power of discourse as an intangible mode of power. 
17 Bourdieu likens this to the changing of 'trump cards' between different hands of a card game. Bourdieu often 
employs'gaming metaphors to describe the dynamics of different forms of capital and their effects on the discursive 
space. He argues that 'there are cards that are valid, efficacious in all fields - but their relative value as trump cards 
is determined by each field and even by the successive states of the same field" (Bourdieu, 1992. p. 98. em hn asis 
added ). 
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field, reflexive approaches seek to articulate 'conflict-resolving' positions on knowledge 

production (see Bourdieu, 1990b). In his dialogue with Wacquant, Bourdieu argues that 

fields contain power imbalances and knowledge 'asymmetries', and require an embedded 

process of negotiation if they are to arrive at the semblance of a mediated consensus (see 

Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). Bourdieu believed that a reflexive form of critique (to be 

discussed in more detail in chapter 4) could be used in such negotiations to counterbalance 

the privileges of dominant discursive positions. This supposes that given an empirical world 

explainable through discourse, the resolution of social conflict could be 'mediated' in the 

realm of 'symbolic' capital. Bourdieu's sociological project attends to this supposition, 

putting aside the particulars of internal debates - and their iterative functional refinement - 
in order to reconceptualise the symbolic relations operating in and between discursive 

positions. 

2. Reflexive methodology 

In "Essays Towards a Reflexive Sociology", Bourdieu argues that when applied to 

sociological research, reflexivity inspires a critique of the strategies embedded in 

'institutionalised' research programmes (see Bourdieu, 1990b)"18 Despite describing reflexive 

sociology using similar terms to those applied to critical theory, Bourdieu differentiates 

between 'reflexive critique' and much of 'conventional' critical theory (apparently drawing 

from Marx, Habermas and Foucault). 19 The distinction he constructs consists of the idea that 

reflexive critique goes further than merely exposing, and seeks to reconcile, the 

contradictions and conflicts between 'embedded' and 'practical' forms of knowledge. These 

two forms are distinguishable in terms of their degree of 'institutionalisation', and can be 

related to the apparent distinction between expert (scholarly) and lay judgement. The 

remainder of the thesis applies this distinction to the study of accountability by applying 

Bourdieu's methodological approach to the discursive space from which accountability 

research draws meaning. It is argued that such an application requires a particular approach 

18 Initially, Bourdieu's methodology remains 'implicit' to his sociological work, rarely subjected to discussion prior 
to a particular analysis (see Bourdieu, 1962,1974). Rarely does he discuss methodology before engaging in the 
empirical world. Bourdieu's 'meta-theoretical' texts - his general theories of social practice - reflect his 
retrospective enthusiasm for methodological arguments, and emulate his belief that methodology has an effect on 
the success of sociological work (see Bourdieu, 1990a, 1990b). Thus, these texts help us understand why it was that 
Bourdieu's analyses of specific fields were conducted in certain manners. The development of this thesis reverses 
this ordering, and thus outlines certain strands of methodological reasoning prior to detailed analysis of the field. 
This helps elucidate the methodological 'baggage' brought to the research, and accounts for the implicit assumptions 
made regarding the purpose of research, new knowledge, reflection, and so forth. 
19 The differences between these three (four) sociologists will be discussed in more detail in chapter . 

It is 
important to position Bourdieu with respect to what has already been established in the French and German 
traditions of critical theory. This is because it will be argued later that Bourdieu informs an approach to critical 
theory that transcends the 'structuralist' orientations of Habermas, and the 'post-structuralism' apparent in the 
work of Foucault. 
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to knowledge production that problematises the gains apparently made from using certain 
forms of 'relevant' empirical material to refine existing institutional arrangements. 20 

Drawing from these directives, the thesis focuses on the patterns of perception, 

appreciation and action that (apparently) operate in the political space from which 

accountability draws meaning. It is considered that while the practices associated with 

accountability may be objectively co-ordinated by institutional bodies, they are seldom the 

products of fixed procedures or historical rules. In later chapters, the literature on 

accountability will be analysed in such a way as to draw attention to the other, non- 

procedural, form that accountability adopts (see, for example, Roberts, 1991, Lehman, 1999, 

and Munro, 1991). For now, the intention is to dispute, from a general methodological 

perspective, the basis of procedural interpretations, and analyse how non-procedural 

processes are responsible for the process of construction outlined by Bourdieu. Bourdieu 

argues that the 'effect' of reflexive research is to instigate change in the discursive field only 

to promote subsequent and correlated change within the political space, and thus in policies, 

programmes and projects for reform. Following from Bourdieu, these effects occur either 

when 'peripheral' discourses (on practice) become actualised at the centre, or when 'central' 

discourses adapt to knowledge reforms instigated from the periphery (see Bourdieu, 1990b). 

Knowledge of this process, it is assumed, would assist in the construction of a model for 

change (in the discursive field), and the application of this model in the associated political 

space. 
The 'dynamics' of fields will be discussed in more detail below. Of importance is that 

Bourdieu uses this hypothetical dynamic (concerning shifts between the periphery and the 

centre) to construct a conceptual relation between theory and practice. For example, 

Bourdieu describes the make-up of discursive fields in terms of central and peripheral 

positions, both of which seldom operate along universal principles of exclusivity or autonomy 

(see Bourdieu, 1990b, and Bourdieu 1991). This relates to a conflict-based approach to 

studying the social world, in which both the centre and the periphery are subject to constant 

change, and in essence reflect the status of ongoing struggles between discursive positions. 

Drawing from Marxist critical theory, Bourdieu states that discursive spaces can be most 

appropriately interpreted as spaces of "potential and active forces" (see Bourdieu & 

Wacquant, 1992, p. 97). Notably, the idea of a dynamic relation between potential and active 

(or peripheral and central) positions draws from the Marxist definition of and approach to 

praxis. This considers the 'socially-constructed' nature of institutional arrangements and the 

possibilities of changing these through advancing certain forms of critical theory. 

20 Given these observations, the following discussion on methodology is by nature retrospective. It constitutes an ex- 
post reflection on interpretative schemes applied to phenomena encountered during the research. The decision to 
elaborate the elements of these schemes a priori perhaps assists the reader in their reading of complex arguments, 
and directs them towards the intended interpretation. 
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The links implicitly constructed between critical theory and reflexive methodology have 

been explored in considerable depth in recent debates within the social sciences (see 

Alvesson, 1996, Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2000, Beck et al. 2001, and Dervin, 1999). For 

example, Alvesson & Sköldberg (2000) define "reflexive methodology" as an approach to 

understanding in which it is assumed that agents' awareness of the effect of methodology 
helps critical theory to ameliorate social conflict (see p. 10). These authors argue that this 

awareness informs a model of agency that contains the necessary methodological space for a 

constructive critical theory. Furthermore, they liberally employ the concept of 'meta- 

theoretical' critique to describe the basis of a reflexive critical theory, which they link to 
Bourdieu 'double edged' methodology. In the first moment, in line with Bourdieu, critical 
interpretations emphasise the 'dialogic' dimension of practice, and research becomes 

concerned with, in Alvesson & Sköldberg's words "interpersonal interactions in the 

constructing of reality" (ibid., p. 247). They argued that the latter, structuralist moment, 

while problematised in Bourdieu's work, is simultaneously present in a reflexive critical 

theory. It relates to social, political, and cultural structures and relationships, and thus the 

consequences of dominant 'socio-political' ideologies and a legacy of 'socio-cultural' 

conditioning. 

"A reflexive metatheory, as we see it, is not merely a question of philosophical profundities or 
drawing attention to one single theme of reflection. Rather it is about initiating movement 
between different profundities of this kind and other more empirically based elements in 
research, which saves us from becoming locked into a particular philosophical position. Thus, 
what we suggest here as a metatheory is no theory. It is more a framework for drawing 
attention to and mediating between various core dimensions of reflection, for initiating acts 
of reflection and maintaining movement between reflective themes" (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 
2000, p. 247). 

Other contributions to the unpacking of reflexive methodology have come from 

organisational theorists and information scientists. For example, Dervin (1999) argues that 

reflexive research can be defined by a shift in focus from the 'universal' to the 'particular'. 

This paves the way for a more 'situated' critique, which has been outlined by several theorists 

as a way forward from traditional (i. e. Marxist/Habermasian) critical theory. Alternatively, 

Ritzer (2001) links the idea of a 'situationalist logic' to the shift towards a 'relational' 

sociology. He argues that sociology should, in general, be neither 'individualistic' nor 
'holistic', but instead "concerned with a wide range of relationships amongst individuals, 

groups, and societal-level phenomenon" (Ritzer, 2001, p. 136). The inference is that 

sociological work, to accord with critical theory, should differentiate between micro, meso, 

and macro-level phenomenon. Significantly, this is the basis of Berger and Luckmann's 

(1967) "The Social Construction of Reality", and has, more recently, come to inform the 
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'situationist' movement (see Debord, 1977) in critical theory. To return to Dervin (1999): the 

possibilities for critiquing the universal in and through the particular correspond to a 

methodological stance that is the counter-principle to a procedural approach to the 

refinement of embedded knowledge. 

Dervin (1999) explores the congruence between theory and practice in the use of 

information as a "sense-making" object (p. 729). 21 In his analysis, not only are reflexive and 

procedural approaches set in opposition, but they are related to the distinction between 

sense-making and information-processing (otherwise thought of as a 'banking') metaphors. 
As a methodological approach to knowledge production, the latter relates to the transmission 

and transportation of embedded cultural and informational products, and seldom gives 

access to the concept of practical, experiential and self-constituting knowledge. Dervin 

argues that the 'banking' of knowledge apparently leads to it being captured within 

professional bodies and scientific communities, or, in his words, "the observings of experts" 
(see Dervin, 1999, p. 738). Significantly, this situation is similar to that which Bourdieu 

critiques in "Homo Academicus" (see Bourdieu, 1988), as an interpretation of the academic 

realm becoming subsumed within a framework that stifles creativity in academic research. 

Bourdieu posits a solution to this that questions the difference between practical knowledge 

and scholarly knowledge, and considers how the former can be reconstituted as one instance 

of the latter. 22 

Along a similar vein, Lupton (1999) argues that since it is through discourse that the 

social, cultural and material worlds are understood, discourses both delimit and make 

possible what can (and cannot) be said about social phenomenon. Since discourses are in a 

constant state of flux, specific models of practice may achieve prominence at certain times. 

These can be pushed aside as part of the critical moment, thus creating space for new 

positions to arise (see p. 15). Lupton implies that these restrictions have implications not 

only for the process of understanding, but also for the process of responding to social 

phenomena, and thus for the manner in which researchers engage through their habitus. 

Applying a sense-making methodology also informs what Alvesson & Sköldberg (2000) 

define as 'metatheoretical' critique. This form of critique, despite being expressed as a form 

of information, stimulates 'dialogue' as a basis for social change. As a vehicle for dialogue, 

21 Following Dervin (1999), the thesis begins with the supposition that methodology Is a contested, abused, and 
often ignored variable of research. In accountability research, this has had the effect of polarising research around 
two particular styles. Research projects either use methodology to legitimate the methods employed in field 
research, or to advance a metatheoretical critique of the construction of theories, models and frameworks of 
practice. Rarely is methodology understood as a branch of metatheory that attempts to build new modes of praxis 
through "the reflexive analysis and development of methods" (Dervin, 1999, p. 728). Doing so implies the 
development and articulation of new ways of seeing, being in, and shaping the social world. 
22 To Interpret Dervin (1999): substituting theories of information 'processing' for those of information 'seeking and 
use' can subsequently bridge the gap between divergent discourses by offering a common ground of possibilities. 
Researchers can use these to construct and interrogate taken-for-granted understandings of information with 
respect to a `reflexive observation of and engagement with power" (Dervin, 1999, p. 738). 
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reflexive approaches to critical theory employ critique to ground intervention in a 

transformative praxis, which always remains in touch with the experiential knowledge 

derived at the level of a social community. These methodological precepts bear worthwhile 

attention in that they inform the central orientations of the proposed research 
Accepted, there are many understandings of what reflexivity means. Later in the thesis, 

it will be argued that sociologists like Giddens and Beck apply reflexivity to modernity to 

describe a new social order (see Ch. 5). Bourdieu, on the other hand, advances these 

descriptions by forming a new discourse on change that repositions reflexive critique as a 

new component of knowledge (see Ch. 4). Alvesson (1996) imagines this component of 
knowledge becoming associated with a reflexive research process that has implications for 

the way researchers study the social world. Convergence can be found in the idea that 

reflexive research necessitates the inclusion of embodied, experiential and situated accounts 

that are subject to multiple, interrelated and co-existent interpretations (see Alvesson & 

Sköldberg, 2000). Thus, recent discussions of reflexive research show an awareness of the 

subjectivity of discursive positions, and ask researchers to take measures to prevent 

methodological biases from pre-determining the conclusions of 'field' studies. (The 

'Intermission' appearing between chapters 3 and 4 illustrates one example of the type of 

reflexive field study of the discursive space that could inform accountability praxis through a 
focus on lived experience. ) This points to the possibilities if social practices (administered 

and not administered) were studied as part of accountability research, what is meant by 

accountability would be opened up to new ways of thinking, doing, acting, and so forth. 23 

These prescriptions have a number of implications for the way that we study the social 

world. Since 'pre-reflexive' and procedural methodologies prompt researchers to interpret 

empirical data within existing theoretical frameworks, the idea of academic 'praxis' is often 

constrained to policy reform within given institutional structures. Indeed, Bourdieu 

highlights the possibility that theories of structure are only employed to the extent that they 

correlate with the desired interpretation of data, and allow for the producers of policy to'self- 

regulate' their product and its internal functions (see Bourdieu, 2003). With this possibility 

in mind, the thesis evaluates the scope for reflexive interpretations and explanations in the 

field of accountability. This involves locating the epistemological categories, modes of 

rationality, and conditions of modelling applied to discursive positions, and reflecting on 

these in the context of a situated practice. Of note is that meta-theoretical accounts, of the 

nature of that proposed, require an overarching framework in which to evaluate these 

23 Of note is that 'Hegelian' philosophers and social theorists have been criticised for adopting what often seems an 
'introspective' approach (assuming that social conflicts can be resolved by finding answers to theoretical question). 
However, reflexive methodologies draw attention to the insights that can be gleamed from 'meta-theoretical' 
research (as an alternative to 'functional' and 'procedural' analysis). It could be argued that the flexibility of a 
reflexive approach lends itself to attempts to promote synchronisation in a field that is characterised by various 
fragmented and disjointed strands of theory. 
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reflections and link them to change dynamics. The assumption is that accountability research 

could be informed in this way by Bourdieu's general theory and logic of social practice. 
Bourdieu informs a methodological standpoint from which the field can be explored as a 

varied collection of empirical data (see, for example, Bourdieu, 1984). The methods of 

collection are such that embedded descriptions, critical accounts, and situated critiques are 

all located in the same realm of ambiguity, and all informed by the symbolic power of 
language. 

"Those who pay instant attention to the instant, which, drowned in the event and the 
emotions it arouses, isolates the critical moment, and thus constitutes it as a totality 
containing within itself its own explanations, introduces thereby a philosophy of history: they 
tend to presuppose that there are in history moments which are privileged, in some way more 
historical than others. The scientific ambition, on the other hand, aims to reinsert the 
extraordinary event into the series of ordinary events within which it finds its explanation. It 
does so in order to further examine how to locate the singularity of what remains a moment 
like any other in the historical series, where the continuous addition of ordinary events leads 
to a singular, extraordinary instant" (Bourdieu, 1988, p. 160-161). 

For Bourdieu, any discussion of praxis relates to the idea that several games are 

conducted in parallel in fields. Each of these games exists in a constant state of 

'epistemological flux' (see Bourdieu, 1990a, p. 119), and is open to being reinterpreted in 

light of new knowledge. It can be inferred from this that, through a system of praxis, field 

positions can be adapted as a consequence of knowledge being gleamed from social 

experience, and thus allow critical reflections to transpire into new forms of purposive 

action. Notably, the 'uni-directional' assumptions of procedural research are opposed to, and 

in conflict with, this process of epistemological change. Procedural methodologies lead social 

researchers to suppose that actions are the products of reasoned reflections, and that one is 

able to 'work back' from empirical data to arrive at a general theory of reflection. Differing 

from this, reflexive approaches locate empirical material at the intersection of action and 

reflection, and assume 'bi-directionality between new forms of reflection and new strategies 

for action. This informs the position on reflexivity that arises in Bourdieu's work, where a 

'two-way' relation operates between the habitus and the field. While one path (or direction) 

of this relation relates to a process of 'conditioning', the other one relates to 'the acquisition 

of critical knowledge'. While one informs a structuralist relation between knowledge and 

action, the other, as the missing component of procedural methodologies, implies that the 

actions of agents contribute to an ongoing reconstruction (or extension) of the parameters of 

the discursive field. 
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3. Critical theory and academic praxis 

Central to Bourdieu's 'praxis' is a project for knowledge production that is not only 

critical 'per se', but which draws attention to the place of critical theory in a reflexive 

sociology (see Bourdieu, 1988,1990b, and Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). In "Homo 

Academicus" (Bourdieu, 1988), Bourdieu formulates this project using the concept of 

academic praxis, and considers as such the possibilities for 'synchronising' academic work 

with political movements aimed at resolving social problems. He argues that for 

synchronisation to occur, agents must begin thinking of discursive and political spaces as 

more than the respective sites of shared meanings and common practice, and as the 

collective 'genesis' of interpretative schemes and patterns of behaviour. As has been 

discussed previously, the habitus embodies (in the structuralist moment) structured rules 

and procedures, and produces dominant sets of cognitive or evaluative criteria, which 

produce enduring (and instrumental) orientations to social action. Significant in Bourdieu's 

position is that in the interpretivist moment, the genesis of structure and agency produces 

innovative and improvised forms of action (see, in particular, Bourdieu, 1990b). Thus, as a 

theoretical concept, Bourdieu's theory of the political space, and his metaphor of habitus, 

retains the explanatory space necessary to consider agents' capacities to challenge 

established ways of thinking and acting. Indeed, in the case of praxis, these capacities are 

realised via the very same schemes of perception that embed dominant interpretations 

through classificatory schemata. 
Bourdieu's implicit theory of political agency, along with its relation to accountability, 

will be explored in more detail later in the thesis (see Ch. 2 and 3). At the outset, it is 

suggested that analyses of accountability have been conducted from an amalgam of 

discursive positions; each associated with the investigation of a contested set of practices. As 

described above, this entails that the forthcoming analysis of the field will be informed by a 

methodological approach in which interpretation is privileged at the expense of 

objectification. Such an approach was legitimated with reference to a body of critical theory 

that highlights the necessity of an 'interpretative' approach to the construction and 

communication of knowledge (see Goldmann, 1973). For example, Goldmann (1973) argues 

that the fundamental problem with procedural approaches to communication is that the 

"transmission of an ensemble of knowledge depends not only on the quantity of information 

emitted or even on its nature" (Goldmann, 1973, p. 42). Instead, as he implies, any 
'successful' transmission depends on the 'cognitive' abilities of receivers, including their 

capacities for perception, everyday thought, reflection, and action. For this reason, 
Goldmann renders a solution to the problem of communication in his thesis on 'cultural 
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creation', and in the idea that "all forms of cognitive activity are mediately or immediately 

linked to individual and social praxis" (ibid., p. 42). 

Bourdieu agrees with the notion that thoughts are inextricably linked to actions, and 

actions, far from being neutral, are implicitly linked to change agendas (see Bourdieu, 

1990b). His theoretical work draws heavily from the French tradition in sociology that 

preceded him and in which Goldmann played an important part. On one hand, Bourdieu 

does not so readily accept Goldmann's (and previously Luckäcs's) theory of 'mass-society' 

moving towards equilibrium as the mechanisms for cultural critique are progressively 

refined. Bourdieu's contempt for the 'Frankfurt School', and for Habermas's well-rehearsed 

theory of 'communicative-action', stems from a similar argument. That is, Bourdieu 

problematises the links Habermas constructs between academic research and policy 

formation/reform, and argues that these links are often used to legitimate the given 

structures of institutional control. On several occasions, Bourdieu makes explicit this 

concern with the applicability of other popular critical theories (see Bourdieu, 1991, Bourdieu 

& Wacquant, 1992). He implies that without integrating a broader model for praxis, 

Habermasian theorists (and neo-Marxists like Goldmann) legitimate a process of knowledge 

'refinement' that delimits the possible relation between theory and practice. The end-result is 

that 'epistemological' restrictions reproduce a political space in which 'emancipatory' 

theories only seek to change their subject by seeking to enhance previously established 

schemes of thought. 

The thesis will argue that the nature of communication is a key determinate of 

accountability. Bourdieu's particular approach to and position on communication will be 

explored in more detail later, and evaluated with respect to other critical theories. Notably, a 

conventional 'Habermasian' approach to critical theory appears unhelpful for emancipatory 

research in the area of accountability, partly because it implies solutions (to noted problems) 

can be found by 'tinkering' with the terms-of-reference of internal debates (see, for example, 

Broadbent & Laughlin, 1997). It is argued that the dominance of this approach (in recent 

times) has produced a situation in which 'critical' research on the accountability of the 

modern corporation remains, for the most part, overtly 'procedural'. This point is clear from 

the acute differences observed between Broadbent & Laughlin's (1997) application of 

Habermas's model of communication and action, and the many propositions of 'alternative' 

communicative models for accountability (see Dey, 2002, Everett, 2003b, Lehman, 2003, 

Mouck, 1994, and Neu et al., 2001, Roberts, 2003, and Shearer, 2002). 24 These alternatives 

will be discussed in more detail later, thus revealing their coalescence around the central 

24 Laughlin's project to develop and apply a Habermasian approach to accountability is well documented despite its 

problems (see also Laughlin, 1987. and 1991). The problems of this approach are best articulated by Lehman (2003), 
who conducts a comparison of Habermas and Gadamer's approaches to language and applies them to 
accountability. 
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proposition that it is not enough to simply argue for the 'functional' refinement of 

accountability practices. The problem with this (procedural) argument is that it focuses 

attention exclusively on formal communicative practices, which are aimed at enhancing 

corporate social responsibility by virtue of the production of enhanced information. 

The difference between Bourdieu's approach to critical theory and that attributed to 

Habermas can likewise be explained with reference to methodological directives. For 

example, it could be argued that a 'metatheoretical' critique collapses the division that 

Habermas constructs between "facts" and "norms" (see Habermas, 1976). Bourdieu's 

methodological work focuses on the potential for universal conditions to be informed by 

particular accounts of the effects of these conditions. This implies that the capacities of 

researchers to reflect on and reinterpret the context of particular phenomena determine 

whether real challenges are mounted against the claims to universality characterising 

positions in fields. At a later stage in the thesis, Habermas's implied position on 

accountability is used as a basis from which to evaluate Bourdieu's potentially distinct 

contribution to the field (see Ch. 4 and 5). The main difference is that Habermas implies an 

accountability process in which systems of 'mediated dialogue' ensure that the field positions 

are constantly refined and their practices exposed to internal critique. In contrast, Bourdieu 

implies that social change always consists of a two-step process, which requires, a priori, the 

elevation of the status of embodied, experiential and situated knowledge (see Bourdieu, 1977, 

1990b). This assumes what Habermas neglects: that transformation in the field must precede 

the use of alternative knowledge to rework administered practices. 
The evolution of Bourdieu's position is such that it appears to contain a fusion of 

Habermas and Marx's thinking, while at the same time granting special attention to 

Bourdieu's predecessors in the French school of critical theory. These include cultural 

theorists of the likes of Goldmann, and their extensive critiques of cultural production 

becoming captured by the dominant communicative media (see also, for example, Barthes, 

2000, Baudrillard, 1998, and Foucault, 1972). Like much of the French school, these 

theorists included, Bourdieu disputes Habermas's notion of society being refined - 

constantly and iteratively - through the perpetual rationalisation of communicative 

practices. Therefore, instead of searching for a solution to social problems via the 

communication of new knowledge, Bourdieu shifts the focus of his sociological critique to 

structures that prevent agents from drawing meaning from cultural objects. Rather than 

assuming, following Habermas, a semi-stable social order, Bourdieu contributes to the 

notion of a 'disorganised' society, where interventions are required to mediate power 

(especially between central and peripheral positions). Later, these ideas will be discussed 

with reference to Habermas's distinction between 'system' and 'lifeworld' (see Habermas, 
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1975), and Bourdieu's argument that this distinction is only important when one factors in 

that the latter can (retrospectively) influence the former. 

Insights into Bourdieu's position on critical theory and his rendering of an 

'emancipatory' framework for academic praxis are found throughout his discussions on 

reflexive sociology (see Bourdieu, 1990a, b, 1991, and 2003). Here, he combines a 

hypothetical dynamic between habitus and field with the idea that language, and thus 

discourse, could be used as an emancipatory form of "symbolic capital" (Bourdieu, 1991, p. 

15). The reflexive lens he applies to academic praxis produces a vision for critical theory in 

which researchers, thinkers, academics and intellectuals come together to challenge the 

hegemony within their common field. Bourdieu argues that only a shared habitus can be 

reflexive, and thus only through the synchronisation of academic work around common 

objectives (or politics) can agents exercise the capacity to objectively adjust strategies for 

conduct to the situations they address (see below). In "Language and Symbolic Power", he 

interprets the habitus of (lay) agents as a bounded space of shared meanings and 

understandings, which 'adapts' to new knowledge (or new discourses) emanating from the 

academic and discursive field. Thus, the potential for academic praxis to transform the 

boundary conditions established in the political space requires an objective link between new 

reflections/knowledge and new strategies for change. 

'Scientific work aims to establish an adequate knowledge both of the space of objective 
relations between the different positions which constitute the field and of the necessary 
relations that are set up, through the mediation of the habitus of those who occupy them, 
between these positions and the corresponding stances, i. e. between the points occupied in 
that space and the points of view on that very space, which play a part in the reality and 
development of that space. In other words, the objective delimitation of constructed classes, 
of regions of the constructed space of positions, enables one to understand the source and 
effectiveness of the classificatory strategies by means of which agents seek to preserve or 
modify this space" (Bourdieu, 1991, p. 242). 

Collectively, the core texts designating the reflexive element of Bourdieu's sociology 

(Logic of Practice, Language and Symbolic Power, and Essays Towards a Reflexive Sociology) 

help us think about how the social world adapts to situations pervaded by conflict. The 

process of adaptation, according to Bourdieu, demands a new approach to knowledge 

production in a discursive field. For Bourdieu, any critical social theory requires an 

associated theory of conflict/order, and one that creates a bond between the production of 

new knowledge and social change. As argued above, Bourdieu creates this association by 

interpreting his observations of struggles between political agents (experiencing divergent 

conditions) as situated examples of a more general scene of discursive conflict. In the 

following thesis, this theory of conflict, and its implications for academic praxis, is used to 

explain why some forms of accountability are privileged over others, and why so many 
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projects for reform fail to produce lasting change. This assumes at the outset that the 

dominance of procedural methodologies has entailed that emergent discourses on 

accountability have claimed associations with hypothetical practices without questioning, 

problematically, whether the requisite conditions are to be found in the political space. 

Advancing beyond this point requires a form of critical theory that reveals the boundary 

conditions (parameters) of the political space, and then challenges these boundaries through 

the production of knowledge and co-ordinated action. 
Following directly from his critique of social reproduction (see Bourdieu, 1977), 

Bourdieu extends the understanding of praxis advanced by Marx, Marxist theorists (like 

Goldmann) and implicit in Habermas. In Marxist critical theory, otherwise rendered as a 
'critique of political-economy', the concept of praxis draws attention to the socially 

constructed nature of economic, social and political institutions, and the possibility of 

changing these (see Collins, 1991, p. 482). This process of change, in 'traditional' Marxist 

critical theory, begins with conflict between social classes, and ends with social revolutions 

and the redistribution of wealth. Goldmann, although a Marxist sociologist, revises this to 

include the idea of a more intangible conflict, in which all sides are informed by the 

production and communication of cultural objects and cultural critique. Bourdieu complies 

with the idea that cultural products - i. e. knowledge communicated through scholarly 
(expert) and lay media - can incite social change, yet demands that this process cannot be 

left to its own devices. 25 Bourdieu understands praxis as the outcome of academic work 
becoming linked to cultural production, and thus implies that cultural objects must be 

informed by concrete strategies for social and political change. Indeed, it is only through the 

production of cultural objects that knowledge producers can begin to incite behavioural 

responses in the habitus of agents directly engaged in the economic, social and political 

world. 

In later chapters, the distinctions between the theories of social order and change 

advanced by critical theorists (from various camps) will be modelled with reference to 

political abstractions. Of particular note is the distinction between a 'pluralist' and a 'neo- 

pluralist' theory of order, and their effects when studying the accountability of the modern 

corporation. Habermas's approach to critical theory is used to exemplify a plural (and 

'liberal') approach, in which power is distributed between various power groups in a 

democratic society, each with the power to intervene with (and regulate) activities under 

others' control. A neo-plural approach, exemplified by Bourdieu, provides for a theory of 

action much broader than pluralism. It is argued that neo-pluralism understands and 

25 In other words, left to arrive at what Habermas terms an "ideal speech situation" (see Habermas, 1974), or what 
Goldmann describes as a culturally-informed society moving towards a state of equilibrium as the mechanism for 
cultural critique are progressively refined. 

35 



approaches social order (or disorder) in a manner succinct with a theory of cultural 

colonisation, and problematises a model of mediated cultural communication. This 

distinction, it will be argued, ensures the work of Bourdieu holds considerable explanatory 

potential in the field of accountability research. A neo-pluralist theory of political order 

provides a basis from which to move beyond the dominant plural liberal approach to 

accountability (see Everett & Neu, 2000, Lehman, 2001, and Roberts, 2003). It likewise 

offers an additional route to accountability that correlates with the post-liberal views 

advanced by these theorists and that have come to be applied to issues of accountability, 

governance, and corporate social responsibility. 
While not an approach traditionally applied to accountability research, neo-pluralist 

theory has found many applications in cultural sociology (see, for example, Hall, 1984). It 

has applied mainly in the fields of cultural studies and media theory - and as a theory of 

communication that discards Habermas's model of 'communicative-action', and the links 

between Habermas and 'information processing' methodologies. Neo-pluralist theory adopts 

an interpretivist methodology, which recognises how actions contribute to the social 

construction of society (see Burrell & Morgan, 1976). As already argued, this draws attention 

to how sense making processes are crucial for translating descriptions into actions. Of more 

significance to critical theory, neo-pluralist systems render the exercise of power as both 

visible and invisible, both tangible and intangible. This recognises that the problem of 

accountability, or corporate social responsibility, is one produced in markets made up of 
large autonomous corporate bodies, with little in the way of non-market regulation. This 

recognition, implicit to a neo-pluralist form of critical theory, redirects critique to the 

manner in which corporations evade regulation by exercising an intangible mode of power. 

This would include, to give some examples, the manner in which corporations conceal 

themselves behind a wall of professionalism, through the fragmentation of 'monolithic' 

organisation, and the formation of separate, out-sourced agencies as an alternative to 

subsidiary divisions. Thus, while pluralist abstractions assume a system of checks-and- 

balances involving the state, civil society, and the independent media, neo-pluralist 

abstractions recognise the effect of collusion between powerful elements in a pluralist 

system. 

4. The problem with neo-liberalism 

As noted previously, Bourdieu's 'empirical' approach challenges the boundaries of 

conventional approaches to empiricism (see, for example, Bourdieu, 1962,1973, and 

Bourdieu 1984). By the early 1980s, this focus on the empirical descriptions that give 
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meaning to particular situations had become aligned with Bourdieu's desire to articulate 

universal (or 'meta-theoretical') frameworks of social and cultural practice. Differing from 

the earlier outputs of his 'critical anthropology', Bourdieu's 'meta-theoretical', or 

methodological, work is forwarded as an integrated project for developing general and 

conclusive theories of the workings of the social world (see Bourdieu, 1990a, b, and 

Bourdieu, 1991). Ten years following their initial publication, these cited texts became 

available to English readers. The two that have since become most widely referenced are 
"Logic of Practice" (1980/1990) and "Language and Symbolic Power" (1982/1991). 26 In each 

of these texts, Bourdieu discusses a constructive position on social order, its manner of 

reproduction, and its malleability through social change. The latter (Bourdieu, 1991), 

however, is perhaps the best indicator of the reflexive relation between Bourdieu's 

methodological position and his adoption of a political ontology. Here, for example, 
Bourdieu introduces the idea of a 'discursive hegemony' being used to maintain barriers 

between disparate social groupings by privileging certain forms of communication and 

interaction. 

Each of these key texts is informed (as shown above) by many of Bourdieu's earlier 

insights into the use of language, the effects of social or institutional reproduction, and the 

problem of communication (see, for example, Bourdieu 1977,1984). Here, Bourdieu 

communicates the idea that systems of dispositions define the particularity of a social 
habitus and thus the reproduction of difference amongst divergent social classes. This idea is 

located as an important component of his thesis in "Distinction: A Social Critique of the 

Judgement of Taste" (see Bourdieu, 1984). Notably, the concept of field described in 

Bourdieu's later (meta-theoretical) work corresponds semantically to this idea of 

differentiation amongst social groupings. At the same time, its use conveys with a general 

shift in focus away from class structures and the traditional understanding of social 

stratification. For example, Bourdieu (1991) discusses systems of dispositions with respect to 

the production of knowledge from positions in a discursive field, not in terms of class 

orientations. This reflects what he regarded, and as previously noted, as the need to explicate 

and apply a broader model of academic praxis, capable of informing a 'reflexive' relationship 

between knowledge and social change. To restate this point: Bourdieu renders the 

relationship between habitus and field in terms of a 'counterbalancing' process. This process 

consists, apparently, of the production of critique (from the peripheries of the field) and the 

activation of new ways of thinking about and interacting in the political space. 27 

26 The years given pertain to the initial publication of these works in French, and the date of their subsequent 
translation into English. 
27 In Bourdieu's apparent model for academic, and in particular sociological, praxis, critical discourses provide 
means to counteract social conflicts and the tendency for institutional structures to reproduce these conflicts (see 
Bourdieu, 1988). Thus, Bourdieu locates 'counter-principles' to instrumental and reproductive processes by 
endorsing what are often deemed 'radical' perspectives on social change and political action. 
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As both an intellectual and an activist, Bourdieu used political intervention, often 

through the media, as a way of supplementing his theoretical work with a more particular 

critique of neo-liberal policy. Through this, he sought to link the central theme of his 

theoretical work (for example, the problem of inequality) with his observations of extant 

forms of political marginalisation. 28 In the sphere of French politics, Bourdieu criticised 

Juppe and his successor (Jospin) and the European political coalition of what he positions as 

'middle-ground liberalism' (see Bourdieu, 1998a). This placement becomes most clear 

through Bourdieu's dialogue with Grass (the German novelist/essayist), where he describes 

the Jospin-Blair-Schröder 'partnership' as a European "neo-liberal troika" (Bourdieu & 

Grass, 2001, p. 70). This dialogue, published post-humously in a left-wing political journal, 

was marked as a dedication to Bourdieu's ongoing influence on contemporary socialist 

theory. The main point he conveys relates to the idea that it has become increasingly harder 

(in modern capitalist society) for political movements to adopt stances to the left of those 

holding the authority on social democracy. Because of this, the discursive and theoretical 

positions traditionally associated with the left have, Bourdieu implies, already been 

assimilated under the auspices of neo-liberalism. This produces a worrying situation in 

which politicians come to be widely perceived as 'liberals' (or 'democrats') by virtue of the 

fact that they communicate and legitimate their intentions using the popular rhetoric of 

socialist theory. 29 

Troubled by this practice, and its effect on the validity of French and international 

politics, Bourdieu further disseminated his radical political ideas towards the end of his 

career (see Bourdieu, 1998a, b, c, and Bourdieu et al., 1999). 30 These texts pay tribute to the 

fact that Bourdieu used public addresses and the national print media to co-ordinate a 

widespread debate on the symbolic power of neo-liberal theory. In the context of this 

(ongoing) debate, he argues that the distortion and 'mystification' of traditional French 

socialism, and its problematic dilution, has become an instrumental condition in the 

28 For example, Bourdieu publicly supported protesting railway workers in 1995, using the 'soap-box' erected at the 
Gare de Lyon to voice his understanding of the Juppe government's welfare reforms. He argued that Juppe's policies 
were geared towards maintaining the strength of French corporations in global economic markets. Bourdieu spoke 
in the name of academics and other intellectuals supporting the strikers, and alongside trade union representatives 
and labour associations. The transcript of this speech was reproduced in English in 1998, in a short essay titled 
"Against the Destruction of a Civilization" (see Bourdieu, 1998a). 
29 This correlates with the recent adoption, by Blair, of Giddens's 'third way' politics and his apparent 'renewal of 
social democracy (see Giddens, 1998). For example, several commentators have referred to Giddens's book as the 
basis of New Labour's 'third way manifesto. In dialogue with Bourdieu (see Bourdieu & Grass, 2001), Grass accuses 
this false partnership as a common practice in European politics, where political leaders invoke socialist rhetoric to 
ease the implementation of neo-liberal programmes. Grass argues that since this is done under the veil of social 
democracy, these leaders promote a "capitulation of the economy" (see Bourdieu & Grass, 2001, p. 70) by reversing 
the terms under which political debates are conducted. 
30 Of note is that Bourdieu, prior to his death, failed to publish succinct accounts of the success of his political 
interventions. Much of what can be learned, in terms of academic praxis, from Bourdieti s'living out of his praxis 
via some form of practical engagement. must be inferred from cultural and intellectual movements that cite his work 
as influential. For details, see the "HyperBourdieu" catalogue, contained at http"//www. iwI. uni- 
linz ac at/Ixe/sektktf/bb/HyperBourdieu. html, and the European Centre for Sociology at 
httpl/www ehess. fr/centres/cse 
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maintenance of a neo-liberal order (see Bourdieu, 1998a). This affinity to the notion of 

mystification correlates with the work of other contemporary French critical theorists 

(including Derrida, Latour, and Barthes), and is made most apparent in Barthes's 

"Mythologies" (see Barthes, 2000). Here, Barthes constructs a thesis that explains his 

observations of modern trends in popular French media, arguing that the use of myth as a 
linguistic and communicative device produces the problematic effect of "depoliticising 

speech" (ibid., p. 143-144). Later in the thesis, Bourdieu's work will be described with 

reference to this idea, and this tradition in critical theory, and explained through his 

application of a theory of mystification to everyday political rhetoric. 31 

The problem, as Bourdieu notes, is that mystification processes have the effect of 

eroding the capacity for language (and communication) to be used to resolve discursive 

conflict (see Bourdieu, 1991). In response to this, Bourdieu advances the idea that myths can 
be subject to a process of 'deconstruction', which counterbalances the use of myth to achieve 

political ends (see Bourdieu, 1990b). Many of the ideas discussed later in the thesis reflect 

this 'double-edged' attribute of mystification processes. The intention is to establish how 

mystification applies to accountability, and how it can be explained using Bourdieu's concept 

of 'symbolic' capital (see Bourdieu, 1991). While this concept is epistemological, and related 

to the production of knowledge within a discursive field, it likewise carries an ontological (or 

normative) relation. Indeed, it is informed by Bourdieu's critique of neo-liberal theory, and 
his argument that it embodies a project for political reconstruction that transfers power away 
from democratic and representative bodies (see Bourdieu 1998c). This short essay 

exemplifies his political position, and fortunately, following its publication in "Le Monde", 

was broadly disseminated throughout the public realm. Between the lines, Bourdieu argues 

that the theoretical discourse from which neo-liberalism finds legitimacy is flawed at the 

outset, and does not reflect, as it claims, a perfect social order that tends towards an 

equilibrium position. Instead, the discourse (and its legitimation as an analytical position) 

assists in constructing and maintaining the perception of a utopia. 
The 'prioritisation' of economic value as a basis for controlling the political space is 

central to Bourdieu's critique of capitalist arrangements and corporatist formations (see 

Bourdieu, 1998a, b, and c). In each of these pieces, Bourdieu argues that neo-liberal 

reconstruction does not change the general logic of capitalism, yet alters the institutional 

strategies for augmenting this logic and maintaining its validity. It can be inferred from this 

that the maintenance of a neo-liberal 'universe' involves, for those involved in this 

construction, suppressing those modes of engagement that bring social agents to new points 

31 This understanding of 'mystification' will be discussed later in the thesis. Implicit to it is that a 'depoliticised' 
language (or discourse) has the effect of making dominant discourses congruent with existing disparities between 
'the oppressors' and'the oppressed' (see Ch. 4). 
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of political action. Along this line of thought, Bourdieu (1998c) discusses how a situation of 

'non-intervention' (i. e. widespread apathy and political disengagement) is ensured following 

power being relocated away from social collectives. He argues that neo-liberal policies co- 

ordinate this relocation by deferring decision-making power to international financial 

institutions, or large multinational corporations (what Bourdieu brands as the 'armed 

extensions' of neo-liberal policy)32 This argument is exemplified in a discourse on "social 

Darwinism" (see Bourdieu, 1998a, p. 102), which emerges as the norm for economic 

decision-making and interaction in the political space. 

While facilitating competition and assisting social agents in their pursuit of financial 

gain, this 'self-interested' logic has the effect of undermining the power of traditional 

regulatory forms. Indeed, and as argued in more detail later in the thesis, the 'logic' of self- 

interest embodied in economic competition brings many problems to bear on maintaining 

the accountability of the modern corporate form (see Shearer, 2002 and Ch. 2). For example, 

Bourdieu (1998a) asserts that the most worrying attribute of neo-liberal political 

reconstruction is related to the 'symbolic' effect it has on the discursive field. Since the 

'augmentation' of economic capital requires being mediated and legitimated at a symbolic 

level, neo-liberal processes become tied to discourses that legitimate their authority. This 

produces an ideological world-view from which economic activity appears disjointed from 

the systems of social interaction underpinning economic markets. The immediate effect, 

drawn from Bourdieu, is that the traditional discourse on 'liberalism' is drawn away from the 

idea of individual freedom, and towards an idea of freedom corresponding to gains in 

economic markets. The lasting consequence, as Bourdieu argues, is that economic conflict - 

the endemic "struggle of all against all" (see Bourdieu, 1998a, p. 3) - produces lasting 

contradictions in social and cultural policy, and feeds the burgeoning scepticism in 

discussions on social change. 

The methodological position established by Bourdieu (see above) leads him to critique 

'universal' (field) positions by constructing 'particular' accounts of the conditions of the 

political space. Applied to the study of accountability, this position informs the idea that 

proposals for change often fail to find consensual ground on a general framework for 

accountability. 33 Bourdieu relates this 'dis-synchrony' to the apathy of policy-making bodies 

and the problems with political mobilisation. He implies through his critique of neo- 

32 Here. Bourdieu refers to global institutions such as the International Monetary Fund and the Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development and the manner in which their agendas promote neo-liberal discourses in 

regional and domestic programmes of economic restructuring. Many examples of such strategies (including 'public- 

private' partnerships and the 'privatisation' of nationalised industries) are cited in Bourdieu's critique of neo- 
liberalism. Collectively, these detail the consequences of the reconstruction process becoming legitimised by 

powerful social institutions. 
33 See, for example Arrington & Puxty (1991), Cooper (1980). Cousins & Sikka (1993), Laughlin (1987), Neu et al. 
(2001), Puxty (1986), and Tinker & Gray (2003). The work of all these theorists will be discussed in more detail later 

in the thesis. 
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liberalism that the conflict created between different dimensions of governance is most 

acutely demonstrated in the conflict between welfare officials and 'technocrats' of finance 

ministries. He argues that "the right hand [of government], obsessed by the question of 

financial equilibrium, knows nothing of the problems of the left hand, confronted with the 

often very costly social consequences of budgetary restrictions" (Bourdieu, 1998a. p. 5). 34 

This produces a worrying political conundrum that directs the attention of policy makers 

away from the need for individual and collective political action. Political theorists, for 

example, often approach politics as a science which adopts scientific principles (i. e. surveys, 

consultations, opinion polls) to define the phenomena which come to define the public 

interest. The consequence, as Bourdieu explains, is the reconstruction of politics around 

short-term ideals. Policy-makers are forced to engage with these ideals, and "pose the 

problems of politics in the very same terms in which they are posed by businessmen (sic)" 

(ibid. p. 7). 

Bourdieu draws attention to the global financial institutions that sit at the privileged 
hubs of systems of economic control, and condemns the 'IMF world-view' and its mediation 

under the covenants of financial expertise. He argues that the legitimation of neo-liberal 

policies is seldom difficult in a political field full of experts armed with classical theories of 

economics and finance (see Bourdieu, 1998b). The problem is that policy-makers advance 

claims to accountability by sustaining the idea (or myth) of an economic entity that is 

accountable so long as it is analysed in isolation from real material conditions. At the same 

time, Bourdieu's critique draws attention to how the symbolic power of a neo-liberal 

discourse forces policy-making to incorporate an abstraction that reduces the capacities of 

political agency to influence economic decisions. This implicitly places the blame for 

'marketing' neo-liberal theory with institutions controlling the production of symbolic 

capital. In the final essay in this collection, Bourdieu links neo-liberal programmes to 

processes of "neo-conservative reconstruction" (Bourdieu, 1998b, p. 125). He argues that the 

symbolic authority granted to non-elected groups (conservative political lobbyists) 

legitimates the use- finance, and financial rules, in the incontestable pursuit of a 'purer' 

capitalism. The result is that traditional systems of accountability become stripped of social 

clauses, and are restructured around the internalised logic of profit and competition (see 

Bourdieu, 1998b, p. 126). 35 

34 Instead, since the right hand pretends not to know what the left hand does, a policy struggle is institutionalised in 
the centre of the public realm. Here, as Bourdieu argues, the rules and procedures of 'financial management' distort 
and prevent the need for social investment (Bourdieu, 1998a, p. 2). 
35 Bourdieu implies that these systems were previously maintained through the work of trade unions, environmental 
lobbies, and systems of social taxation. In the same piece, Bourdieu also discusses the effects of this process in the 
microcontexts of individual organisations. Here, he argues that accountability is reconstitute as a relation of 
hierarchical dependence, involving the evaluation of individual performance through appraisal schemes (see 
Bourdieu, 1998b). 
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The critique of neo-liberalism central to Bourdieu's sociology informs an enlightening 

position for accountability research. In one respect, Bourdieu's work draws attention to the 

fact that neo-liberal approaches to corporate regulation colonise the spaces in which 

alternative (e. g. non-administered/non-procedural) forms of accountability could be 

actualised in practice. In another, the pertinence of Bourdieu's description of the power of 

neo-conservative institutions makes it problematic for reformers (of any sort) to justify 

solutions that require institutional change. For example, Bourdieu refers to neo-liberal 

systems as a political utopia in which corporate agendas are privileged at the heart of 

government policy. He argues, albeit implicitly, that given the collusion between the 

controllers of economic and social capital, 'plural liberal' political systems tend towards 

failure. This process begins with policy reforms that institutionalise 'corporatism' as a 
legitimate political strategy, and ends with a corporatist system in which the bearers of 

power are more insulated from and less accountable for the effects of power. Later in the 

thesis, it will be argued that the contradictions of this situation are mirrored in particular 

areas of academic theorising, and most acutely in the development of a 'critical accounting 

project' (see Cooper, 1980, Cooper & Sherer, 1984, Cooper et al., 2003, Everett & Neu, 2000, 

Laughlin, 1987, Lehman, 1992, Neimark, 1994, Puxty, 1991, Tinker, 1980, and Tinker et al., 

1982). 

Bourdieu's work implies that neo-liberalism does not only set the boundary conditions 
for action possible in the political space, but institutionalises a specific discourse in the field 

of accountability. This prevents the development of alternative positions from which to 

confront the rubric of corporatist arrangements. This aside, Bourdieu is not the only one to 

note this effect. For example, Cooper et al. (2003) restate the central contention of the 

critical accounting project; that far from operating as a functional process, corporate 

accounting practices reside at the heart of the peculiar dynamic of capitalism. By 

emphasising the technical rationality of the information communicated about corporate 

activities, accounting numbers foreclose debates on prior conceptualisation of value (see 

also, Cooper & Sherer, 1984). This implies that the undue attention granted to economic 

value privileges this 'frame-of-reference' as a suitable basis for analysing the social order. 

Notably, any discussion on accountability in the context of the modern corporation could 

(legitimately) end at this point of critique. That is, the political space could be rendered 

demobilised and apathetic, and with only 'hypothetical' solutions. The remainder of thesis 

seeks to transcend, albeit theoretically, this point, by conducting an in-depth exploration of 

the conceptual dynamics traditionally applied to accountability. This exploration will be 

conducted, for the reasons given above, with reference to Bourdieu's work, and with respect 
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to his ability to coalesce many elements of critical theory previously applied to the study of 

accountability. 36 

5. Pointers 

To reflect back on the discussions contained above, the chapter has sought to explain 

various concepts that demarcate Bourdieu's contribution to modern critical sociological 

theory. The intention was to establish, from the outset, exactly how Bourdieu defines the 

'directives' he uses to carve out a distinct theory of social practice, and to subsequently 

suggest that this theory infers new ways of thinking about accountability. Four specific 
discussions were advanced and articulated in the chapter. First, Bourdieu's framing concepts 

of habitus and field were defined in his terms, and related to his specific methodological 

approach to social theory. Second, Bourdieu's work was considered in the context of an 

implicitly 'reflexive' brand of methodology. This involved considering the implications, for 

social-scientific research in general, of applying a reflexive theory of social practice. Third, 

Bourdieu's approach to sociology was discussed with reference to its correlation to existing 

frameworks for critical theory. Particular attention was granted to both Marxist and 
Habermasian approaches to critical theory, and their correlation to (or divergence from) 

Bourdieu's position on social change. In the fourth and final discussion, this position on 

social change was considered in line with Bourdieu's critique of neo-liberalism. It was argued 

that while neo-liberal theory has a colonising effect on the discursive space, certain forms of 

academic praxis, taking Bourdieu's definition, operate to transform, perhaps reflexively, the 

classificatory schemes of this space, and can therefore assist alternative forms of political 

action. 
Following Bourdieu, this thesis explores the accountability of the modern corporation 

with reference to a discursive field and associated habitus. The aim is to render the field of 

accountability visible by constructing a typology of its discursive positions (see Ch. 3). Each 

of these positions sets boundaries on what researchers, policy makers, and 

practitioners/activists perceive as the 'active' space for political agency. 37 The concept terms 

of 'habitus' and 'field' are used to raise questions relating to knowledge production and 

action, what is often regarded as questioning academic 'praxis' (see Bourdieu, 1998). 

Applying these terms to the concept of accountability requires application of the following 

36 For applications of Habermasian and Foucauldian critical theory, see Broadbent & Laughlin, (1997). Hoskin 
(1994), Lehman (2003) and Neimark (1994). 
37 This arrangement obviously calls into question those parties referred to as `agents' in the field. Rather than 
foreclosing a definition on this term this early in the thesis, the intention is to explore the multiple forms in which 
the concept of agents (and agency) can be applied in the field. 

43 



assumptions. (a) A particular habitus, or political space, determines the manner in which 

agents interpret the meaning of accountability. (b) The habitus represents a 'relational' 

concept; it determines what agents think others think, and informs them of the range of 

positions within the discursive field. This is important in Bourdieu's work because taken 

together they lead to a further key assumption, (c) that an informed understanding of 

'habitus-field' relations allows for explanations to be given as to why others think the way 

they do. 

In line with Marxist sociology, Bourdieu posits those privileged enough to study the 

social world should always act upon their awareness of social struggle and conflict. 38 For 

example, the methodological approach endorsed by Bourdieu would view sociological work 

as a form of conflict resolution. Sociology only adopts such a form when researchers take 

measures to explain the conflict-based relations that characterise particular fields. 

Furthermore, like Marx, Bourdieu makes no apologies for the normative political 

orientations of the research projects in which he engages. Bourdieu's monologues, widely 

published late in his academic career (see Bourdieu 1998a, 1998b, 1998c), reveal his 

apparent desire to articulate a research manifesto capable of provoking lasting social change. 

Significantly, these monologues also reveal Bourdieu's tendency to see new knowledge as a 

determinate of power transfers between discursive positions. This leads him to stipulating 

two assumptions. First, or (d), that in thinking this way about how others think, social 

research(ers) can find a way to change the way he/she thinks, and confront the way it is 

necessary to think in order to change the way we all live. Second, or (e), that a 'reflexive' 

approach to studying the social world can lead to shifts in the discursive orientations of the 

field, and can increase agents' capacities to actively engage in transforming the political 

space they inhabit. 

Significantly, Bourdieu rejects rendering the political space as an unbounded space of 

theoretical pluralism. In his view, the boundaries (or theoretical range) of any field are 

ultimately limited to its range of effect; hence the analysis of the field is limited to "a space 

within which an effect of field is exercised" (Bourdieu, 1992, p. 100). The possibilities for play 

outwith the boundaries of the field are always ephemeral; the field is always adapted to 

internalise these games. Thus, the emergence of a framework of theoretical models 

presupposes the emergence of authoritative positions themselves presupposing a certain 

'objectification' of the field. As has been argued, Bourdieu's methodological approach 

transcends the divide between structuralism and individualism, the related separation of 

38 As Marx implicitly argued. the role of sociology and critical social theory is not only to describe the world but also 
to change it. Neimark (1990) imports a Marxist perspective to the literature on accounting. and argues that the 
aspirations of 'critical accountants' should be no less (Neimark, 1990, p. 110). This draws attention to a Marxist 
understanding of 'praxis' and prompts critical theorists to question the relevance of praxis in their particular field of 
study. 
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