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L o n d o n  School  o f  Econom i c s  a n d  Pol i t ica l  Science 

Abstract 

Accounting systems change over time. However relatively little is known of the preconditions for such 
change, the process of change or its organisational consequences. Existing perspectives on accounting 
change are reviewed and evaluated in this article. Thereafter three examples of accounting change are dis- 
cussed. Based on these cases, a number of theoretical issues relating to the understanding of the process of 
accounting change are examined. Emphasis is placed on the diversity of factors implicated in accounting 
change, the constitutive as well as reflective roles of accounting and the ways in which accounting change 
can shift the preconditions for subsequent organisational changes. 

Accoun t ing  is no t  a static p h e n o m e n o n .  Over  
time, it repeatedly  has changed.  New techn iques  
have b e e n  incorpora ted  in to  the accoun t ing  
craft. It has b e e n  called u p o n  to serve an ever  
greater  variety of different and changing pur-  
poses. Different accounts  have b e e n  p rov ided  of 
organisat ional  activities, processes  and out- 
comes.  Different emphases  have b e e n  incorpo-  
rated into accoun t ing  practices. Over  time, ac- 
coun t ing  has b e e n  impl ica ted  in the crea t ion  of 
very different pa t te rns  oforganisa t ional  segmen- 
tation. New pat te rns  of organisat ional  a u t o n o m y  

and i n t e r d e p e n d e n c y  have b e e n  highlighted,  if 
no t  more  actively created by  accoun t ing  means.  

Different manageria l  funct ions  have c o m e  to be  
emphasized by the changing  accoun t ing  rep- 
resen ta t ion  of them. 

W h e n  seen in such terms, accoun t ing  cont inu-  
ally has had a t e n d e n c y  to b e c o m e  what  it was 
not. A fluid and emergen t  craft, its t echn iques  
and their  a t t endan t  perspect ives  have b e e n  im- 
pl icated in a n u m b e r  of very different ways in or- 

ganisational and social transformations.  Unfortu- 
nately, however ,  very little is k n o w n  of the pro- 
cesses of accoun t ing  change. As of n o w  we have 
only  a l imited unde r s t and ing  of the cond i t ions  
which  provide  the possibi l i ty for par t icular  con- 
cept ions  of the accoun t ing  craft, the forces that 
pu t  accoun t ing  into mot ion ,  the processes  ac- 
company ing  accoun t ing  e labora t ion  and diffu- 
sion, and the varied human,  organisat ional  and 
social consequences  that can s tem from chang.  
ing accoun t ing  regimes. 

Al though a great deal of  a t t en t ion  has b e e n  de- 
voted  to the his tory of accoun t ing  (Amer ican  
Accoun t ing  Association, 1970; Baladouni,  1977; 

Parker, 1977, 1981 ), most  of the studies that are 
available have adopted  a rather  technical  per- 
spect ive de l ineat ing  the residues of the account-  
ing past ra ther  than more  actively p rob ing  in to  
the under ly ing  processes  and forces at work. An- 
t iquar ianism has re igned supreme.  Much of the 
significance for accoun t ing  of the wider  econ-  
omic  and social set t ing of the organisat ion has 

* The financial support of the Anglo-German Foundation for the Study of Industrial Society and the Foundation for Manage- 
ment Education is greatly acknowledged. The paper has benefited enormously from discussions with Stuart Burcheli, Colin 
Clubb, John Hughes and Janine Nahapiet. The more specific comments of Shahid Ansari, Simon Archer, Mark Covaleski, Mark 
Dirsmith. Graeme Harrison, Pat Keating, Brendan McSweeney, Peter Miller, Ted O'Leary, Charles Perrnw and Ross Stewart 
have greatly assisted in the revision process. Finally, I wish to acknowledge the facilitative environment provided by my Sum- 
mer colleagues at Pennsylvania State University which helped the preparation of the final draft of the article. 

207 



208 ANTHONY G. HOPWOOD 

b e e n  i gno red .  T h e  ro le s  w h i c h  o rgan i sa t iona l  ac- 

c o u n t s  m i g h t  h a v e  p l a y e d  in t h e  e m e r g e n c e  o f  

o rgan i sa t i ons  as w e  n o w  k n o w  t h e m ,  t h e  ex t e r -  

nal  and  i n t e rna l  b o u n d a r i e s  w h i c h  t h e y  are  con-  

c e i v e d  o f  having ,  and  t h e  r e l a t i onsh ip s  w h i c h  

t h e y  h a v e  to  o t h e r  b o d i e s  and  in t e r e s t s  h a v e  

b e e n  s u b j e c t e d  to  v e r y  l i t t le  inves t iga t ion .  Rela- 

t ive ly  l i t t le  c o n s i d e r a t i o n  has  b e e n  g i v e n  to  t h e  

w a y s  in w h i c h  a c c o u n t i n g  has  b e c o m e  impl i -  

c a t e d  in, and,  in turn ,  s h a p e d  by,  t h e  e m e r g e n c e  

o f  p r o c e s s e s  o f  o rgan i sa t iona l  g o v e r n a n c e  and  

m a n a g e m e n t .  For  un t i l  r e c e n t l y  ( A r m s t r o n g ,  

1985,  1987;  H o s k i n  & Macve ,  1986;  Loft, 1986a;  

M e r i n o  & Ne imark ,  1982;  Mi l le r  & O'Leary ,  

1987) ,  m o s t  h i s to r i ca l  ana lyses  o f  t h e  a c c o u n t -  

ing  p h e n o m e n o n ,  i f  n o t  a d o p t i n g  a q u i t e  

a t h e o r e t i c a l  s tance ,  h a v e  b e e n  c o n t e n t  to  s ee  ac- 

c o u n t i n g  c h a n g e  as a p r o c e s s  o f  t e c h n i c a l  elab- 

o r a t i o n  and,  a lmos t  invar iably ,  i m p r o v e m e n t .  

R a t h e r  t h a n  b e i n g  p e r c e i v e d  as an o u t c o m e  o f  

p r o c e s s e s  tha t  c o u l d  m a k e  a c c o u n t i n g  w h a t  it  

was  not ,  a c c o u n t i n g  has  m o r e  f r e q u e n t l y  b e e n  

s e e n  as b e c o m i n g  w h a t  it s h o u l d  be.  A t e l eo log i -  

cal  t r a j e c t o r y  o f  d e v e l o p m e n t  has  p r o v i d e d  a 

basis  for  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  c h a n g e s  in t he  a c c o u n t -  

ing  craft.  D i s c u r s i v e  c o n c e p t i o n s  o f  t e c h n i c a l  o r  

e c o n o m i c  r a t iona l i ty  and  p u r p o s e  h a v e  b e e n  cal- 

l ed  u p o n  to  m a k e  s ense  o f  t h e  e m e r g e n c e  o f  

p r a c t i c a l  d e v e l o p m e n t s  in t h e  a c c o u n t i n g  

arena.  1 I n s t ead  o f  b e i n g  i n t e r r o g a t e d  in t h e  n a m e  

o f  t he  fac to rs  tha t  e i t h e r  i m p i n g e  u p o n  a c c o u n t -  

i ng  o r  a re  c h a n g e d  as a r e su l t  o f  it, a r e l a t i ve ly  un-  

p r o b l e m a t i c  p r o g r e s s i v e  and  func t iona l i s t  in- 

t e r e s t  has  b e e n  i m p o s e d  all t o o  r ead i ly  o n  t h e  re-  

s idues  o f  t h e  a c c o u n t i n g  past.  

A n o t  d i ss imi la r  p e r s p e c t i v e  also has  t e n d e d  to  

p e r v a d e  m a n y  o f  t h e  a t t e m p t s  tha t  h a v e  b e e n  

m a d e  to  ga in  a m o r e  e x p l i c i t  o rgan i sa t iona l  un-  

d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  t h e  a c c o u n t i n g  p h e n o m e n o n .  Re- 

l a t ive ly  l i t t le  has  b e e n  d o n e  to  a d v a n c e  o u r  un-  

d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  t h e  p r e s s u r e s  tha t  i m p i n g e  o n  ac- 

c o u n t i n g  in p r a c t i c e ;  w e  h a v e  f e w  ins ights  i n to  

h o w  t h e  v e r y  p r a c t i c e  o f  a c c o u n t i n g  m i g h t  i t se l f  

c r e a t e  a d y n a m i c  for  a c c o u n t i n g  c h a n g e  and  re-  

fo rm;  and  l i t t le  is k n o w n  o f  t h e  p r e c a r i o u s  and  

o f t e n  u n c e r t a i n  r e l a t i onsh ip s  w h i c h  t h e  p r a c t i c e  

o f  a c c o u n t i n g  has  w i t h  t h e  p o t e n t i a l  in t h e  n a m e  

o f  w h i c h  it is advanced .  2 D e s p i t e  t h e  fact  tha t  ac- 

c o u n t i n g  has  and  still  d o e s  b e c o m e  w h a t  it  is not ,  

d e s p i t e  t h e  fact  tha t  a c c o u n t i n g  c a n  b e  q u i t e  

c e n t r a l l y  i m p l i c a t e d  in w i d e r  p r o c e s s e s  o f  or-  

gan i sa t iona l  func t ion ing ,  and  d e s p i t e  t h e  fact  

tha t  a c c o u n t i n g  ge ts  m o b i l i s e d  in t h e  n a m e  o f  

e n d s  tha t  d o  n o t  e n t e r  in to  i t s  o w n  jus t i f i ca t ion  

( B u r c h e l l  et  al., 1980) ,  m a n y  o rgan i sa t iona l  en-  

qu i r i e s  in to  a c c o u n t i n g  h a v e  t e n d e d  to  s ee  and  

s tudy  it  in w a y s  tha t  a re  d i s c o n n e c t e d  f r o m  t h e  

c o n t e x t s  in w h i c h  it  ope ra t e s .  It is still  p e r c e i v e d  

1 For a somewhat more detailed discussion of the relationship between accounting (and related) discourses and accounting 
practice see Hopwood (1984b). Also see Miller & O'Leary ( 1986, 1987 ). A fuller consideration of the practical consequences 
of accounting discourse also would probe into the discursive cohesion given to disparate accounting practices by textbooks 
and manuals, the diffusion roles served by these sources, and the significance for the development of an accounting rhetoric 
of the extension of accounting discourse into the arena of the organizational and, particularly, the managerial uses of account- 
ing techniques. Accounting discourses also have played an influential role in interpreting the heterogeneous nature of prac- 
tice, isolating from amongst the diversity examples of both "good" and "bad". By so appealing to conceptions of practice that 
are not in any sense implicit in the craft itself, the accounting discourse articulates a normalising logic that concerns itself with 
the achievement of what is seen to be accounting and organizational improvement. For a further discussion of these points 
see Hopwood (1986a). 

2 Although many enquiries have sought to identify the dysfunctional aspects of accounting functioning, these usually have 
been seen as phenomena to be confronted and changed in the name of an accounting potential rather than manifestations of 
the organizational tensions and conflicts created by the increasing encroachment of the accounting craft on other aspects of 
organizational life. As such, analyses of dysfunctions have tended to tell us much about the conceptions of the ideal from 
which practice is deemed to have deviated as they do about the functioning of accounting systems in practice. Indeed such 
a primary concern with the accounting potential rather than its actuality also is reflected in the increasingly sophisiticated 
attempts that have been made to utilize behavioural understandings to fine-tune the sociotechnical practice of accounting. 
Rather than seeking to confront the technical practice of accounting, and the aims that are attributed to it, with insights gained 
from an appreciation of its organizational emergence, functioning and consequences, many behavioural and organizational 
studies have tended to be used to mobilize the technical interest. 
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as a re la t ive ly  s ta t ic  t echn ica l  p h e n o m e n o n  that  
enab les  r a the r  than  m o r e  ac t ive ly  shapes  organi-  
sa t ional  func t ion ing  as w e  n o w  k n o w  it. 

The  n e e d  for  an a l te rna t ive  v i ew of  a ccoun t i n g  
in ac t ion  is n o w  a ve ry  real  one,  however .  O n  the  
o t h e r  hand,  t h e r e  a re  a n u m b e r  o f  qu i t e  signifi- 
cant  p re s su re s  on  a c c o u n t i n g  to change.  Ques-  
t ions are  be ing  ra ised  a b o u t  the  re la t ionsh ip  
w h i c h  a c c o u n t i n g  migh t  have  to di f ferent  or- 
ganisa t ional  forms and p roces se s  ( d e n  Her tog,  
1978; H e d b e r g  & J6nsson,  1978; H o p w o o d ,  
1977, 1979).  Inc reas ing ly  a c c o u n t i n g  is be ing  
i n t e r r o g a t e d  in the  n a m e  o f  a m o r e  s t ra tegic  con-  
c e p t i o n  o f  o rganisa t iona l  m a n a g e m e n t  (Goo ld ,  
1986; S immonds ,  1983).  Accoun t s  are  be ing  de- 
m a n d e d  o f  di f ferent  organisa t ions ,  no t  least  
those  res id ing  ou t s ide  the  d o m a i n  of  the  "pri- 
vate" ( H o p w o o d ,  1984a).  Different  in fo rmat ion  
t echno log ie s  a re  c r ea t ing  the  po ten t i a l  for con-  
t i nued  shifts in the  locus  and organisa t iona l  sig- 
n i f icance  o f  the  a c c o u n t i n g  craft. And, no t  least  
in s ignif icance,  inc reas ing ly  accoun t i ng  is be ing  
e x a m i n e d  in t e rms  of  the  c o n s e q u e n c e s  w h i c h  it 
ac tual ly  has ra the r  than  those  to  w h i c h  it con-  
t inues  to  aspi re  ( H o p w o o d ,  1986; Kaplan, 
1985).  So a lbe i t  s lowly,  the  factors  imp l i ca t ed  in 
a c c o u n t i n g  change,  its organisa t ional  advance-  
m e n t  and  the  ac tual  c o n s e q u e n c e s  of  the  ac- 
c o u n t i n g  craft  are  s ta r t ing to  e n t e r  the  r e sea rch  
agenda.  O n  the  o t h e r  hand,  the  r e sea rch  per-  
spec t ives  f rom w h i c h  a c c o u n t i n g  is e x a m i n e d  
also are  s tar t ing to  change.  Rather  than  necessar-  
i ly seek ing  to advance  on ly  the  t echn ica l  rat ion-  
al i ty o f  the  craft, t he re  a re  signs o f  b o t h  m o r e  ap- 
p r ec i a t i ve  and m o r e  cr i t ica l  s tances  e m e r g i n g  
wi th in  the  r e sea rch  communi ty .  Not  un re l a t ed  
to  this, ve ry  different  ques t ions  are  s ta r t ing  to  b e  
asked o f  account ing .  Rather  than  accep t i ng  its 
t echn ica l  ra t ional i ty ,  such  r e sea rch  is beg inn ing  
to p r o b e  into  the  w i d e r  organisa t iona l  and  social  
or ig ins  o f  a ccoun t i ng  as w e  n o w  k n o w  it. Ques-  
t ions are  be ing  asked of  the  var ie ty  o f  organisa-  
t ional  p re s su re s  and ra t ionales  unde r ly ing  the  
accoun t i ng  craft. Cons ide ra t ion  is be ing  g iven  to  
the  ways  in w h i c h  conf l ic t ing  in te res t s  a re  inter-  
t w i n e d  w i th  the  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  forms o f  econ-  
o m i c  ca lcula t ion ,  such  as account ing .  And  wi th  
a c c o u n t i n g  no  l onge r  seen  as a d i s in t e r e s t ed  en- 

deavour ,  bu t  as one  that  c rea tes  a ve ry  pa r t i cu la r  
vis ibi l i ty  and  pa t t e rn  o f  organisa t iona l  signifi- 
cance ,  m o r e  exp l i c i t  a t t en t ion  is be ing  g iven  to 
its c o n s e q u e n c e s  for b o t h  organisa t ional  and  so- 
cial act ion.  

W h e n  seen  in such  terms,  the  agenda  for re- 
sea rch  is a large one.  The  t echn ica l  and  stat ic  
emphases  o f  the  pas t  s tand  in stark con t r a s t  to  
the  e m e r g i n g  in te res t  in a w i d e r  v i ew  of  ac- 
coun t ing  dynamics .  Recognis ing,  however ,  that  
such  an agenda  is b e y o n d  the  s c o p e  of  any s ingle  
analysis  and review,  the  p r e s e n t  d i scuss ion  has a 
n u m b e r  o f  m o r e  pa r t i cu la r  objec t ives .  Ini t ial ly 
s o m e  exis t ing  pe r spec t ives ,  b o t h  exp l i c i t  and  
impl ic i t ,  on  accoun t ing  change  are  examined .  
The  aim is to  c o n s i d e r  the i r  a d e q u a c y  for under -  
s tanding  b o t h  the  forces  that  pu t  a c c o u n t i n g  into  
m o t i o n  and the  ways  in w h i c h  the  a c c oun t i ng  
craft  b e c o m e s  i n t e r t w i n e d  w i th  organisa t iona l  
and  social  act ion.  Thereaf ter ,  an appea l  is m a d e  
to  a n u m b e r  o f  i l lus t ra t ive cases, b o t h  h is tor ica l  
and  c o n t e m p o r a r y ,  in o r d e r  to  i l lumina te  at least  
s o m e  o f  the  p res su res  and p roces ses  invo lved  in 
a c c o u n t i n g  change.  Rather  than  s t r iv ing to pre-  
sent  c o m p r e h e n s i v e  analyses  of  a c c oun t i ng  be- 
c o m i n g  w h a t  it was not,  the  ob j ec t i ve  of  the  case  
d iscuss ions  is the  m o r e  t en ta t ive  one  of  t ry ing to 
tease  ou t  some  bases  for an a l te rna t ive  ques t ion-  
ing o f  the  accoun t ing  craft. Based on  these  case  
analyses,  a n u m b e r  o f  i m p o r t a n t  issues re levan t  
for  an unde r s t a nd ing  of  a c c oun t i ng  change  are  
ident i f ied  and discussed.  The  aim of  the  analysis 
as a w h o l e  is to m o v e  t ow a rds  a m o r e  ques t ion-  
ing, a m o r e  organisa t iona l ly  g r o u n d e d  and a 
m o r e  dyna mic  unde r s t a nd ing  of  the  a c c oun t i ng  
craft. 

SOME PERSPECTIVES ON 
ACCOUNTING CHANGE 

Accounting and organisational improvement 
As has b e e n  made  c lear  already,  the  ma jo r i ty  

of  conven t iona l  d iscuss ions  of  a c c oun t i ng  
change  see  it in t e rms  o f  organisa t iona l  r e fo rm 
and i m p r o v e m e n t .  A c c oun t i ng  is c ha nge d  in 
o r d e r  to ge t  be t te r .  Albei t  s lowly,  the  craft  is 
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seen  as having p rogressed .  Analysis, enqu i ry  and 
exper i en t i a l  l ea rn ing  t oge the r  a re  seen  as having 
resu l t ed  in the  increas ing  rea l i sa t ion  of  an ac- 
coun t ing  potent ia l .  In  b e c o m i n g  wha t  it  was not, 
a ccoun t i ng  has b e e n  seen  to be  in the  p roce s s  of  
b e c o m i n g  w h a t  it  shou ld  be. 

Such charac te r i sa t ions  o f  accoun t ing  change  
invar iably  appea l  to the  ro le  w h i c h  accoun t ing  is 
s een  as p lay ing  in the  e n h a n c e m e n t  of  organisa- 
t ional  pe r fo rmance .  Organisa t ional  e c o n o m y ,  ef- 
f i c iency  and effect iveness  are  seen  no t  on ly  as 
be ing  capab le  o f  be ing  i m p r o v e d  by  accoun t ing  
means  bu t  also as having an ex i s t ence  indepen-  
den t  of  the  accoun t ing  o r  o t h e r  ca lcula t ive  rep-  
r esen ta t ions  o f  them. Moreover ,  the  pos i t ive  
ro les  w h i c h  accoun t ing  plays  in organisa t ional  
func t ion ing  also t end  to be  de f ined  p r io r  to and 
i n d e p e n d e n t l y  o f  the  specif ic  organisa t ional  
p rac t i ces  by  w h i c h  they  are  effected. Account -  
ing  is seen  as be ing  imp l i ca t ed  in p roces se s  of  di- 
rec t ion ,  p lanning,  dec i s ion  making,  co-ordina-  
t ion,  con t ro l  and the  m a n a g e m e n t  of  mot iva t ion ,  
amongs t  o the r  things. In  all of  these  areas 
specif ic  p rac t i ce s  of  a ccoun t i ng  can be, and  in- 
d e e d  are, c o m p a r e d  w i th  abs t rac t  conceptua l i sa -  
t ions  o f  wha t  they  essent ia l ly  shou ld  be  about .  

In such  ways  c o n c e p t u a l  bod ies  of  k n o w l e d g e  
p lay  a power fu l  ro le  in in forming  ou r  under-  
s tandings  of  the  accoun t i ng  craft. Account ing ,  
even  in the  conven t iona l  view, is no t  a m e r e  
technique .  K n o w l e d g e  does  no t  s tand  ou t s ide  of  
account ing .  Our  apprec ia t ions  of  the  t echn ica l  
na ture  of  accoun t ing  are  infused b y  a rhe to r i c  of  
e c o n o m i c  and manager ia l  ra t ional i ty  and func- 
t ioning. Appeals  are m a d e  to a " concep tua l  net-  
work"  (Foucaul t ,  1972)  of  ideas, ca tegor ies  and 
theor ies  that  are  seen  to i l lumina te  and give 
gu idance  to the  p ragmat i c  accoun t ing  task. Ac- 
tual a ccoun t ing  p rac t i ces  t h e r e b y  can be  seen  as 
manifes ta t ions  o f  the  rea l i sa t ion  or  f rus t ra t ion  o f  

these  abs t rac t  impera t ives .  They  can  b e  seen  as 
be ing  m o r e  o r  less adequa te  in ways  that  a re  no t  

sole ly  d e p e n d e n t  on  the i r  specif ic  func t ion ing  in 
specif ic  organisat ions.  And be c a use  o f  this, at- 
t empt s  can  be  m a d e  to  i m p r o v e  a c c oun t i ng  in 
the  name  of  wha t  it  shou ld  b e  ra the r  than wha t  it 
is. 

As a discipl ine ,  a ccoun t ing  has inves ted  a g rea t  
dea l  in the  a r t icu la t ion  of  abs t rac t  bod i e s  of  
k n o w l e d g e  c o n c e r n e d  wi th  w h a t  it  shou ld  be.  3 
Ideas  exis t  as to good,  indeed ,  "best", cos t ing  
prac t ice ,  g o o d  planning,  g o o d  m o d e s  o f  manage-  
m e n t  r epo r t i ng  and g o o d  a pp roa c he s  to the  ap- 
praisal  o f  n e w  inves tmen t  possibi l i t ies .  A t t empt s  
have b e e n  m a d e  to  tease  ou t  the  abs t rac t  charac-  
ter is t ics  of  g o o d  co -o rd ina t ion  and d i rec t ion ,  
and  the i r  impl ica t ions  for  the  r e fo rm of  account -  
ing prac t ice .  Both e c o n o m i c  and cogn i t ive  con- 
cep t ions  o f  dec i s ion  making  and its ra t ional i ty  
have b e e n  re l a t ed  to  the  accoun t ing  conc re t e .  
Regimes of  though t  t h e r e b y  have b e e n  de- 
v e l o p e d  w h i c h  have an ex i s t ence  and dynamic  
o f  change  w h i c h  are no t  d e p e n d e n t  on  the  prac-  
t ice  o f  the  accoun t ing  craft. By d rawing  on  
bod i e s  o f  k n o w l e d g e  f rom such  m o r e  au tonom-  
ous d i scourses  as economics ,  pol i t ica l  theory ,  
pub l i c  admin i s t r a t ion  and p s y c h o l o g y  o r  emer-  
gen t  no t ions  of  s t ra tegic  management ,  as wel l  as 
by  abs t rac t ing  f rom the  p rac t i ce  and func t ion ing  
o f  the  craft  itself, a ccoun t ing  can  be  eva lua ted  in 
t e rms  o f  wha t  it  is not. Specific p rac t i ces  can be  
appra i sed  on  the basis o f  the i r  con fo rmi ty  to 
m o r e  genera l  no t ions  of  m a n a g e m e n t  and the  
manageable .  An abs t rac t  ex t e rna l  b o d y  of  knowl-  
edge  can  be  i m p o s e d  on  t hem in o r d e r  bo th  to  
assess the i r  adequacy  and to re fo rm them so that  
they  can  b e c o m e  w h a t  they  real ly  shou ld  be. Ac- 
coun t ing  is seen  as be ing  able  to be  mob i l i s ed  
and changed  in the  name  of  an abs t rac t  image  of  
its real  potent ia l .  4 

3 Such understandings are not only future orientated. Very particular appreciations of the past also have informed our view 
of what accounting is and might become. As has been discussed already, quite specific trajectories of emergence have been 
imposed on accounting developments, at times creating a basis for a powerful continuity between what accounting was and 
what it should become. For more general discussions of the mobilization of understandings of the past see Hobsbawm & 
Ranger (1983), Lowenthal (1985) and Wright (1985). 

4 In the area of financial accounting, the debates over inflation accounting would provide an interesting arena in which to 
study such processes at work. 
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U n d o u b t e d l y  m u c h  accoun t i ng  change  has re- 
su l t ed  f rom such c o n c e p t i o n s  of  an accoun t i ng  
potent ia l .  However ,  as a basis for  unde r s t and ing  
e i the r  the  p roce s s  o r  the  c o n s e q u e n c e s  of  such  
change,  conven t i ona l  v iews are  seve re ly  l imited.  
For  r a the r  than  p rov id ing  a h i s to ry  of  the  
e m e r g e n c e  of  a ccoun t i ng  as it  n o w  is, t hey  pro-  
v ide  the  basis for  the  c o m p i l a t i o n  o f  a h i s to ry  of  
inadequacy ,  i gno rance  and  o b s o l e s c e n c e  w h e n  
a c c o u n t i n g  was  no t  w h a t  it  shou ld  be, p e p p e r e d  
w i th  on ly  occas iona l  m o m e n t s  o f  e n l i g h t e n m e n t  
w h e n  accoun t ing  m o v e d  nea re r  to real is ing its 
po ten t ia l .  P re suming  that  the  func t ions  o f  ac- 
coun t ing  exis t  i n d e p e n d e n t l y  of  its p rac t ice ,  that  
its p r ac t i ce  is o r i e n t a t e d  t owards  pa r t i cu la r  goals  
that  t hemse lves  are  a u t o n o m o u s  o f  the  account -  
ings that  a re  m a d e  of  t h e m  and that  the  p r o b l e m  
of  p r a c t i c e  is to  r e fo rm organisa t iona l  p roce -  
du re s  so that  the i r  in t r ins ic  goals  are  achieved,  
a ccoun t i ng  change  is d e s c r i b e d  and eva lua ted  
by  r e f e rence  to  a b o d y  of  k n o w l e d g e  that  is as- 
s u m e d  to be  ex t e rna l  to  a ccoun t i ng  itself. So, 
whi l s t  the  rea l i sa t ion  o f  the  accoun t i ng  po ten t i a l  
may  be  p rob l ema t i c ,  the  po ten t i a l  i tself  is on ly  
rarely,  if ever,  s een  in e i the r  p r o b l e m a t i c  o r  em- 
e rgen t  terms.  It is e n d o w e d  wi th  a p r iv i l eged  
ep i s t emolog ica l  s ta tus  such  that  a l though  ac- 
coun t ing  is s een  as be ing  l abor ious ly  con-  
s t ruc ted ,  its e s sence  is not.  Rather  than  enquir -  
ing into  the i r  o w n  pa t t e rn s  o f  emergence ,  the  
means  by  w h i c h  they  have  ga ined  a c u r r e n t  sig- 
n i f icance  and  the  c i r cums t ances  u n d e r  w h i c h  
they  c o m e  to be  i n t e r t w i n e d  wi th  the  specif ics  
o f  t echn ica l  change,  a ccoun t i ng  has t aken  for 
g r an t ed  the  d i scourses  that  are  c r e d i t e d  wi th  
mobi l i s ing  change.  

Such a v i ew of  a c c o u n t i n g  d e v e l o p m e n t  also 
ignores  the  dual i ty  o f  the  in te rac t ions  b e t w e e n  
accoun t i ng  and ideas  o f  its potent ia l .  In  b o t h  his- 
tor ica l  and  organisa t iona l  t e rms  the  appara tus  o f  
organis ing  has p l a y e d  a p r o f o u n d  ro le  in in- 
f luenc ing  ou r  c o n c e p t i o n s  o f  the  organisa t ion.  
Ideas  abou t  organisa t iona l  goals, func t ions  and 
func t ion ing  have e m e r g e d  amids t  the  deve lop-  

m e n t  o f  specific means  of  organisa t ional  ac t ion  
and calcula t ion.  Equally, o rganisa t iona l  par t ic ip-  
ants  have no t  b e e n  def ined  ex te rna l ly  to the  
p rac t i ces  in w h i c h  they  are  engaged.  The  con-  
cep t s  of  m a n a g e m e n t  and the  manage r  w e r e  ac- 
t ive ly  c o n s t r u c t e d  in a pa r t i cu la r  w a y  at a par-  
t icular  soc io-h is tor ica l  j u n c t u r e  and are  insepar-  
able  f rom the  p rac t ica l  means  of  admin i s t r a t ion  
and ca lcu la t ion  w h i c h  were ,  and  still  are, impli-  
ca t ed  in the i r  e m e r g e n c e  and funct ioning.  The re  
was no  a p r i o r i  manager  to  w h o m  one  can  ap- 
pea l  as having in te res t s  and needs  w h i c h  can  
mobi l i se  the  d e v e l o p m e n t  of  m a n a g e m e n t  prac-  
tices. Equally, t he re  was no  p r imeva l  c o n c e p t  o f  
accoun t ing  w h i c h  shaped  the  d e v e l o p m e n t  of  
accoun t ing  as w e  n o w  k n o w  it. Accoun t ing  has 
e m e r g e d  in a m o r e  pos i t ive  w a y  than  the  m e r e  
rea l i sa t ion  o f  an essence .  Indeed ,  in part ,  the  pre-  
sent  impera t ives  o f  a c c oun t i ng  w h i c h  can and do  
gu ide  its d e v e l o p m e n t  have  e m e r g e d  f rom the  
p rac t i ce  o f  the  craft. And, in s imilar  terms,  ac- 
coun t ing  p rac t i ce  needs  to be  seen  as p lay ing  a 
m o r e  ac t ive  ro le  in c rea t ing  ra the r  than m e r e l y  
enab l ing  o rgan i sed  endeavour .  Accoun t ing  
change  is as m u c h  a h i s to ry  o f  organisa t iona l  
c o n s t r u c t i o n  as o rgan isa t ion  rea l i sa t ion  and 
enab lemen t .  5 

That  is not  to d e n y  that  ex t e rna l  d i scourses  o f  
an a c c oun t i ng  po ten t i a l  can  and do  mobi l i se  ac,  
c o u n t i n g  change.  They  p r o v i d e  an incen t ive  for 
ac t ion  and an unde r s t a nd ing  of  specif ic  organisa-  
t ional  targets  for i n t e rven t ion  can be  con- 
s t ruc t ed  on  the i r  bases  (Nahapie t ,  1984).  They  
can  also p r o v i d e  cr i te r ia  for  bo th  gauging  the  
p r e s u m e d  need  for change  and read ing  its ef- 
fects. But such  app rec i a t i ons  of  the  ro les  se rved  
by  d i scourses  w h i c h  can  d i r ec t  and  faci l i tate  
change  still  do  no t  he lp  us to u n d e r s t a n d  the  
me c ha n i sms  o f  change,  the  forces  mobi l i s ing  the  
d e p l o y m e n t  of  di f ferent  accoun t ings  and diffe- 
r en t  a c c oun t i ng  rhe tor ics ,  the  p r e c i s e  p rac t i ce s  
involved,  the  res i s tances  w h i c h  they  e n g e n d e r  
and the  actual  o rganisa t iona l  c o n s e q u e n c e s  
w h i c h  they  gave r ise to. For  it w o u l d  be  inap- 

s Such a point is emphasized by Litterer (1963) in his discussion of the emergence of systematic management in American 
manufacturing firms. He states that "in fact, it is systems such as those we have been discussing and many others like them 
which constitute the great bulk of managerial activities" ( p. 388, also see p. 391 ). 
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propriate to assume that there is any invariant re- 
lationship between a rhetoric and discourse of 
accounting and a programme of intervention in 
the organisation conducted in the name of it. 
The variety of forms that such a relationship can 
take should be a problem for investigation rather 
than presumption. 

Accounting and  the construction o f  an 
organisational order 

Increasingly accounting practice has itself be- 
come the focus of research interest. Realising 
the ambiguous relationship between the 
abstract discourse of an accounting potential 
and the specifics of accounting as it functions in 
organisations, research has come to be more 
concerned with analysing and understanding ac- 
counting in action (Hopwood, 1978, 1983; Kap- 
lan, 1983; Scapens, 1983, 1984). In the vast 
majority of such investigations, however, the 
phenomenon of accounting change has not been 
emphasized explicitly. Primary consideration 
has been given to the present diversity of the ac- 
counting craft and the use made of the resultant 
accountings at any particular point in time. 

Although studies have started to investigate 
the organisational tensions engendered by the 
use of accounting systems, comparatively little 
consideration has been given to how these 
might provide bases for a re-appraisal and 
change of the accounting craft. Some histories of 
accounting resistance and dysfunctions have 
been written, but, with relatively few exceptions 
(Argyris, 1977; Berry et al., 1985), little or no 
consideration has been given to the counter his- 
tories of accounting elaboration and change as 
attempts are made to ensure the continued in- 
tegrity, legitimacy, effectiveness and power of 
the craft. So, although accounting is starting to 
be examined in its organisational context, the 
underlying perspective remains a relatively sta- 
tic one. The analyses that have been made of ac- 
counting diversity are not dissimilar. Although 
the differences in the contemporaneous prac- 
tice of the craft have provided an incentive for 
the analysis of some of the factors that impinge 
on the forms that accounting takes, the resultant 
contingent analyses have many of the charac- 

teristics of an exercise in comparative studies 
(Otley, 1980). Accounting is seen as it was and 
as it is rather than in the process of becoming. 
Moreover the organisational calculus implicit in 
accounting adaptation is still one that is posited 
on the functional roles that accounting plays in 
the enhancement of a neutral and highly 
generalised concept  of organisational perform- 
ance. Little role is acknowledged for manage- 
ment discretion and choice (Child, 1972; 
Thompson, forthcoming), let alone the active 
exercise of politics and power (Cooper, 1981; 
Pettigrew, 1972). Accounting change also is 
seen as a reflective rather than a constructive or- 
ganisational endeavour. With accounting con- 
ceived of as enabling rather than more actively 
shaping organisational affairs, other organisa- 
tional factors are seen as impinging on it, but ac- 
counting seemingly is seen as having no similarly 
active role to play. Different accountings are 
seen as reflecting different circumstances rather 
than themselves being implicated in a more posi- 
tive process by which accounting becomes what 
it was not. The analysis of accounting diversity 
thereby has resulted only in a presumption of 
change rather than more specific analyses of the 
processes involved which make no prior as- 
sumptions as to either the underlying logics at 
work or the organisational roles and conse- 
quences of the accounting craft. 

Still, such organisational appreciations have 
been useful. Despite the many problems to 
which they are subject (Dent, 1986; Otley, 
1980), accounting at least is being shown as a 
craft that is embedded in the functioning of the 
organisation, co-existing and interdependent 
with such other aspects of the organisation as its 
strategy, structure, approaches to the segmenta- 
tion of work and other organisational 
technologies and practices. Not existing as an 
isolated craft, accounting is shown as being an 
organisational practice that is constructed and 
used amidst the configuration of a specific cul- 
ture, be it organisational or national (Horovitz, 
1980), a specific organisational environment 
and a specific set of approaches to the manage- 
ment of the organisational task. Accounting has 
at least been grounded in the organisational con- 
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texts in wh ich  it operates.  And by being seen as 
a p h e n o m e n o n  that is so in te rdependent  wi th  its 
con tex t  and subject  the reby  to the vicissitudes 
o f  o ther  organisational pract ices  and concerns ,  
the possibility is at least o p e n e d  up that account-  
ing is no  t . necessarily adequate  to the ends in the 
name of  wh ich  it is advanced (Argyris, 1977; 
Kaplan, 1983). So a l though the perspect ives  re- 
main prel iminary and partial, abstract  concep-  
tions o f  the potent ial  o f  the craft are nevertheless  
being faced by a g rowing  unders tanding  of  its 
practices.  

A c c o u n t i n g  a n d  the cons t ruc t ion  o f  a soc ia l  
order  

Preliminary though  they are, organisational 
insights into account ing  all still see account ing  
as a pract ice  that has a rationale that can be  un- 
de r s tood  pure ly  in terms of  the needs  and re- 
qui rements  o f  the specific organisations in 
wh ich  it functions. Accoun t ing  is seen as having 
its origins wi thin  the p rob lems  created  by the 
need  to co-ordinate  and manage a c o m p l e x  pro- 
cess o f  t ransformation within the con tex t  o f  a 
part icular  regime of  organisational constraints  
and objectives. More recen t  inquiries are start- 
ing to ques t ion such an organisationally isolated 
view however .  Increasingly account ing  is com- 
ing to be seen as having some of  its origins in the 
social conflicts wh ich  are enac ted  in the organi- 
sational arena (Cooper ,  1980, 1981; Hopper  et  
al., 1986; Tinker, 1980; Tinker et  al., 1982). 
Rather than seeing, organisational accounts  as a 
technical  ref lect ion o f  the pregiven e c o n o m i c  
imperatives facing organisational administra- 
tion, they are n o w  being seen to be m o r e  ac- 
tively cons t ruc ted  in o rder  to create  a part icular  
e c o n o m i c  visibility within the organisation and a 
powerfu l  means for posit ively enabling the gov- 
e rnance  and cont ro l  o f  the organisat ion along 
e c o n o m i c  lines (Clawson,  1980). Accounting,  
w h e n  seen in such terms, is not  a passive instru- 
men t  o f  technical  administration, a neutral  
means for mere ly  revealing the pregiven aspects 
o f  organisational functioning. Instead its origins 
are seen to reside in the exercis ing of  social 
p o w e r  bo th  within  and wi thou t  the organisation. 
It is seen as being implicated in the forging, in- 

deed  the active creation, of  a part icular regime 
of  e c o n o m i c  calculation within the organisat ion 
in o rder  to make real and powerful  quite particu- 
lar concep t ions  of  e c o n o m i c  and social ends. 

From such a perspective,  organisational op- 
tions, decisions and actions are seen as being 
posit ively shaped by the ways in wh ich  they in- 
tersect  wi th  account ing  practices.  Account ing  is 
seen as having played a very  posit ive role in the 
creat ion of  a manageable  organisational domain. 
A regime of  e c o n o m i c  visibility and calculation 
has posit ively enabled the creat ion and opera- 
t ion of  an organisation which  facilitates the exer- 
cising o f  part icular social concep t ions  o f  power .  
Economic  motives  have been  made  real and inf- 
luential by  their incorpora t ion  into legitimate 
and accep ted  e c o n o m i c  facts. The labour pro- 
cess in the organisation has been  exposed,  or- 
dered  and physically and socially distributed. 
The resultant organisational facts, calculations, 
schedules  and plans have posit ively enabled the 
cons t ruc t ion  o f  a management  regime 
abstracted and dis tanced f rom the opera t ion  of  
the w o r k  process  itself. 

So, a l though funct ioning within the organisa- 
tion, account ing  is best  seen f rom such a per- 
spective as an artifact residing in the domain of  
the social rather  than the narrowly organisa- 
tional. It has been  implicated in the radical trans- 
format ion of  the organisat ion in the name of  the 
social. Indeed,  account ing  is cons idered  as one  
of  the impor tant  means by which  the organisa- 
t ion is incorpora ted  into the social domain. 

Account ing  change is clearly a specific focus 
o f  a t tent ion f rom such a viewpoint.  Not only  has 
the deve lopment  of  account ing  pract ice  been  
addressed quite explicit ly but  also a particular 
t ra jectory o f  deve lopment  somet imes  has been  
imposed  u p o n  it. Indeed,  in some senses, ac- 
counting,  w h e n  seen f rom such a perspective,  
still has an essence, a mission which  mobilises its 
development .  Accounting,  f rom such a stance, is 
still a revelatory endeavour ,  making real, by  the 
active cons t ruc t ion  of  the organisation as w e  
k n o w  it, interests wh ich  are independen t  o f  bo th  
the account ing  and the organisational represen- 
tation o f  them. And, like the more  convent ional  
p resumpt ions  of  account ing  in motion,  it can 
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still be  seen as an endeavour  that is adequate  to 
the ends  in the name  of wh ich  it is advanced. Ac- 
coun t ing  is seen to be bo th  purpos ive  and pur-  
poseful. 

Towards  a v iew o f  accoun t ing  in m o t i o n  
Albeit  slowly, our  unde r s t and ing  of account-  

ing change  never theless  is advancing. At tempts  
are be ing  made to conf ron t  the conven t iona l  
v iew of accoun t ing  i m p r o v e m e n t  wi th  insights 
from analyses of the organisat ional  and social 
func t ion ing  of the craft. Account ing  is in the pro- 

cess of be ing  seen as an organisat ional  pract ice  
in mot ion,  the changes and consequences  of 
wh ich  are d e p e n d e n t  on  its in te r twin ing  wi th  
o ther  approaches to the crea t ion of a manage- 
able organisat ional  regime. A very real start has 
b e e n  made  on  locat ing the cons t ruc t ion  and 
func t ion ing  of accoun t ing  in the domains  of the 
organisat ional  and the social ra ther  than pure ly  
the technical .  

As has b e e n  discussed above, exist ing ap- 
proaches  are still p re l iminary  however .  Rela- 
t ively few at tempts  have b e e n  made  to conf ront  
the specifics of accoun t ing  in action. Reference 
still tends  to be  made to the mobi l i s ing  potent ia l  
of general  t endenc ies  for organisational,  en- 
v i ronmenta l  or social change  (Burchel l  et al., 
1985). Little has b e e n  done  to u n c o v e r  and de- 
scribe the precise  mechanisms  of accoun t ing  
change. The domains  of the organisat ional  and 
the social also have t ended  to remain  indepen-  
den t  ones. Few at tempts  have b e e n  made  to de- 
l ineate the bo th  over lapping and in terdepen-  
den t  spheres of the two, to appreciate  how ac- 
coun t ing  might  enable  the conce rns  of the social 
to pass th rough and thereby  transform the or- 
ganisat ion and, in turn,  to create organisat ional  
pract ices  which  can be influential  in the con- 
s t ruc t ion  of the wor ld  of the social as we  k n o w  it. 
Be it fr.om an organisat ional  or social perspect-  
ive, the roles of accoun t ing  are still def ined ex- 
ternal ly to the pract ice  of the craft. Organisa- 

t ional agents are still seen as exist ing in isolation 
of the pract ices in wh ich  they are engaged. Possi- 
bly because  of the dis tancing of inqui ry  from 
practice,  only  the reflective rather  than the con- 
st i tut ive t endenc ies  of accoun t ing  (Burchel l  et  
al., 1985; Hopwood,  1985b)  have b e e n  em- 
phasised in the accounts  that we  n o w  have of ac- 
coun t ing  change. 

In  the con tex t  of such an agenda for develop- 
ment ,  the subsequen t  discussion has on ly  a mod- 
est aim. Using some ins tances  of accoun t ing  
change, an a t tempt  is made  to tease ou t  some of 
the processes  at work  at the organisat ional  level. 
By drawing on  some specific i l lustrations of ac- 
coun t ing  in action, the aim is to i l luminate  some 
of the factors that are impl icated in the processes  
by which  organisat ional  account ings  b e c o m e  
what  they are not. No a t tempt  is made  to con- 
s t ruct  an al ternative theory  of accoun t ing  
change however .  The aim is the m u c h  more  
modes t  one  of de l inea t ing  a few of the issues and 
p rob lems  that any such theory  or theories  w ou l d  
need  to address. The in t en t ion  is mere ly  one  of 
expand ing  the concep tua l  arena ra ther  than of 
seeking its resolution.  

ON PUTTING ACCOUNTING WHERE 
ACCOUNTING WAS NOT 

It rarely is possible to wi tness  the bir th  pains 
of a newly  emergen t  account ing.  Normally we  
have to c o n t e n t  ourselves  wi th  observ ing  the 
process  of accoun t ing  elaboration,  as one  or- 
ganisational account  is e x t e n d e d  and ref ined as 
it becomes  t ransformed into another.  However,  
in  the case of Josiah Wedgwood,  the e igh teen th  
cen tu ry  English potter ,  is is possible  to do this in- 
direct ly by means  of the extens ive  correspon-  
dence  and records  that have b e e n  preserved 
(McKendrick,  1960, 1961a, b, 1964, 1973). 6 

W e d g w o o d  was a successful e n t r e p r e n e u r  in  
the early days of the British industr ial  revolut ion.  

61 do not wish to imply in any way whatsoever that the "protean manifestations" of cost accounting "sprang full.grown" from 
Wedgwood's initiatives (Jenks, 1960, p. 423), nor that there were no precedents. That clearly was not the case. Although ear- 
lier costing systems have been poorly documented and analysed (see, however, Jones, 1985), a costing craft was emergent. 
In addition, and of particular significance, I think, a relevant more general economic discourse was available to serve as an 
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A m a n  o f  s c i e n t i f i c  a n d  a n a l y t i c a l  t e m p e r a m e n t ,  

as w e l l  as a c u t e  c o m m e r c i a l  a c u m e n ,  h e  c r e a t e d  

o n e  o f  t h e  f i r s t  B r i t i s h  i n d u s t r i a l  ( a s  d i s t i n c t  f r o m  

c r a f t )  m a n u f a c t u r i e s  o f  p o t t e r y ,  p i o n e e r i n g  n o t  

o n l y  in  p r o d u c t i o n  m e t h o d s  ( M c K e n d r i c k ,  

1 9 6 1 a )  b u t  a l so  in  p r o d u c t  d e s i g n ,  t h e  app l i ca -  

t i o n  o f  s c i e n t i f i c  r e s e a r c h  ( S c h o f i e l d ,  1 9 5 6 )  a n d  

t h e  c o m m e r c i a l  e x p l o i t a t i o n  o f  h i s  p r o d u c t s  

( M c K e n d r i c k ,  1 9 6 0 ,  1961  b ) ,  W e d g w o o d  

q u i c k l y  e s t a b l i s h e d  h i m s e l f  as  t h e  s u p p l i e r  o f  

p o t t e r y  t o  t h e  w e a l t h y .  His  b u s i n e s s  q u i c k l y  be -  

c a m e  a v e r y  p r o f i t a b l e  a n d  r a p i d l y  e x p a n d i n g  

one .  

In i t i a l ly  W e d g w o o d  m a d e  l i t t l e  u s e  o f  ac- 

c o u n t i n g ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  f o r  w h a t  w o u l d  n o w  b e  

s e e n  as m a n a g e m e n t  p u r p o s e s .  A c c o u n t i n g  in- 

f o r m a t i o n  d i d  n o t  i n f o r m  h i s  p r o d u c t  a n d  p r i c i n g  

d e c i s i o n s  o r  t h e  s e l e c t i o n  o f  h i s  m e t h o d s  o f  

w o r k .  As M c K e n d r i c k  ( 1 9 7 3 ,  p. 4 8 )  h a s  ob -  

s e r v e d :  

So handsome were the profit margins which he could 
normally expect, and so high the prices which he 
could regularly charge, that the incentives towards 
anything more than routine costing were usually 
rather slight. 

I n d e e d  W e d g w o o d  h i m s e l f  a d m i t t e d  t h a t  " h e  

c o u l d  d o  l i t t l e  m o r e  t h a n  g u e s s  at  c o s t s "  a n d  

" f u r t h e r  c o n c e d e d  t h a t  h i s  a t t e m p t s  a t  t o t a l  cos t -  

i n g  w e r e  o u t  b y  a f a c t o r  o f  t w o "  ( M c K e n d r i c k ,  

1973 ,  p. 4 9 ) .  
T h a t  s i t u a t i o n  w a s  to  c h a n g e  h o w e v e r .  I n  

1 7 7 2  t h e  e x p a n s i o n  c a m e  to  a n  a b r u p t  end .  T h e  

p o t t e r y  i n d u s t r y  w a s  c a u g h t  in  a m a j o r  e c o n -  

o m i c  r e c e s s i o n .  " P a n i c  s p r e a d  t h r o u g h  m o s t  o f  

t h e  c i t i e s  o f  n o r t h e r n  E u r o p e " ,  a c c o r d i n g  t o  

A s h t o n  ( 1 9 5 9 ,  p.  128 ) .  P r i ce s ,  p ro f i t s ,  w a g e s  a n d  

e m p l o y m e n t  all fe l l  s h a r p l y ,  a n d  b a n k r u p t c i e s  

s o a r e d  in  t h e  p o t t e r y  i n d u s t r y  as e l s e w h e r e .  

W e d g w o o d ,  l ike  o t h e r s ,  w a s  w e l l  a w a r e  o f  t h e  

i m p e n d i n g  d i f f icu l ty :  

The evidence of accumulating stock and falling sales 

mounted miserably through the autumn, as the slack- 
ening demand, so evident in London, spread farther 
afield. In November he reported very poor sales in 
Edinburgh. "Mr. Ferrier... has sold nothing at all since 
the month of June". . .  And as sales slackened, produc- 
tion at Eturia had to be cut back to a dangerous level. 
Reluctant as Wedgwood was to recognise the drop in 
demand, he finally had  to recognise it. He stopped 
overtime only when "we have not work for them the 
common hours". At this stage Wedgwood refused to 
believe that the situation was "in such a desperate 
way and that we should set our best hands adrift to the 
establishment of our antagonists" ... Wedgwood was 
determined to hang on to the men he had taken such 
pains to train but already many of his men were out of 
work - -  "our Gilders have not a piece to do and are all 
at play". With the coming of Winter things grew stead- 
ily worse. On 19 September Wedgwood wrote that 
"any opening" should "be pursued with all our might". 
On Boxing Day any trivial aspect of fashion was being 
frantically exploited...  Two days later he announced 
with relief that he was laying off the men for Christ- 
mas, but three weeks later the situation was even 
worse. "We begin, after 3 weeks rest, to work again on 
Monday. If yon can make us any orders pray send 
them, for I really do not know what to set them to 
work upon, however they must begin for they at- 
tacked me in a body yesterday morning and insisted 
on being either employ'd or discharg'd" (McKen- 
drick, 1973, p. 63). 

I n  t i m e s  o f  s u c h  c r i s i s  b u s i n e s s  m e t h o d s  o f t e n  

a r e  r e - e x a m i n e d .  W i t h  s u c h  a n  a i m  in  m i n d ,  

W e d g w o o d  s t a r t e d  t o  t u r n  h i s  a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  

l e v e l  o f  h i s  p r o d u c t i o n  e x p e n s e s .  A n d  i t  w a s  in  

t h i s  c o n t e x t  t h a t  h i s  c o s t  a c c o u n t s  w e r e  b o r n .  

W e d g w o o d  h a d  t h e  i d e a  t h a t  h e  m i g h t  b e t t e r  

s u r v i v e  t h e  r e c e s s i o n  i f  h e  c o u l d  l o w e r  h i s  p r i c e s  

in  o r d e r  t o  s t i m u l a t e  d e m a n d .  S u c h  a v i e w  w a s  

c o n d i t i o n e d ,  h o w e v e r ,  b y  t h e  n e e d  t o  e n s u r e  

t h a t  t h e  p r i c e  s t i l l  e x c e e d e d  t h e  cos t .  A n d  t h e r e  

t h e  p r o b l e m  a rose .  F o r  a l t h o u g h  a c o n c e p t  o f  

c o s t  e n t e r e d  i n t o  t h e  d i s c o u r s e  o f  c o m m e r c e  

a n d  t r a d e ,  a n d  c o u l d  t h e r e b y  m o b i l i s e  a c t i o n ,  

t h e r e  w a s  n o  w e l l  e s t a b l i s h e d  a p p a r a t u s  f o r  

o p e r a t i o n a l i s i n g  t h e  d i s c u r s i v e  c a t e g o r y .  C o s t  

r e m a i n e d  a n  idea ,  n o t  a fact .  

I t  w a s  t h e  f ac t s  o f  c o s t i n g  t h a t  W e d g w o o d  s e t  

incentive for the production of a new visibility (Tribe, 1978). Costs could be talked about, if not observed. So despite the fact 
that, to use Jenks' (1960) characterization of the process of change in a somewhat later era, "problems of organization.., were 
solved ad  hoc empirically for each establishment", resulting in the development of "little clusters of socially sustained norms 
and concepts, whose communication beyond the individual firm was rare, accidental, or the result of individual transfer of 
employment" (p. 424), we nevertheless should recognize the important discursive and practical conditions of possibility un- 
derlying such innovative steps. 
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o u t  t o  d i s c o v e r .  A s  h e  n o t e d  t o  B e n t l e y ,  h i s  b u s i -  

n e s s  p a r t n e r :  

It will deserve our  serious discussion whether  we shd 
not  lower the  prices of  Pebble and Gilt Vases very 
considerably, for this purpose I am forming a price 
book of Workmanship &c which is to include every 
expence  of Vase making as near as possible from the 
Crude materials, to your  Counter  in London, upon 
each sort of  Vases, of  this we  will send you a spec imen 
& you will then  be able to judge better  what we can 
do in this respect, what  will be most  prudent  is the 
next  question for our  Consideration (McKendrick, 
1973, p. 49). 

T h e  t a s k  w a s  n o t  a n  e a s y  o n e .  N o  e s t a b l i s h e d  p r o -  

c e d u r e s  w e r e  a v a i l a b l e  f o r  o b s e r v i n g  t h e  i n n e r  

w o r k i n g s  o f  t h e  o r g a n i s a t i o n  t h r o u g h  t h e  ac -  

c o u n t i n g  e y e .  T h e  o r g a n i s a t i o n  c o u l d  n o t  b e  

r e a d i l y  p e n e t r a t e d .  T h e  f a c t s  o f  c o s t i n g  h a d  t o  b e  

l a b o r i o u s l y  c r e a t e d  r a t h e r  t h a n  m e r e l y  r e v e a l e d .  

I have been puzzling my  brains all the last week 
(Wedgwood wrote  to Bentley on 23 August 1772) to 
find out  proper  data, and methods  of calculating the 
expence  of manufacturing, Sale, loss &c to be laid 
upon  each article of  our Manufacture & a very tedious 
business it has been, but  what is worse I find what  I 
have done is wrong - -  somewhere ,  very essentially 
so, but  do not know where  or how to amend it though 
I shall not  give up being sensible of  the  importance of 
the enquiry, and what I now send you is only to shew 
you what steps I have taken & the grounds I have gone 
upon, & to desire you will sit down some morning & 
consider the subject  & try to put  me in a better  way, 
for it will be of  the  greatest use for us to establish 
some such scale as I have now been at tempting to 
examine all our new articles by, that we may not  fix 
the prices so high as to prevent  sale, nor so low as to 
leave no profit upon them (McKendrick, 1973, p. 49). 

S u c h  e n d e a v o u r s  r e s u l t e d  i n  t h e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  

a n  i n c r e a s i n g l y  d e t a i l e d  a c c o u n t .  Still ,  h o w e v e r ,  

W e d g w o o d  w a s  n o t  s a t i s f i e d  w i t h  h i s  e f f o r t s .  

Some of my diflicuitys I have laid before you, but  what 
perplexeth me  most  is, that although I am very posi- 
tive what I have allowed for the expences  of making 
& selling our goods is quite enough  yet it appears 
from comparing this expence  of Manufacture for a 
year, with the amot of  goods made, to be little more  
than half the real expence  attending the m~king & sel- 
ling so many goods (McKendrick, 1973, p. 53). 

S h o r t l y  t h e r e a f t e r ,  h o w e v e r ,  h e  w a s  t o  o b t a i n  

s o m e  i n s i g h t  i n t o  s o m e  o f  t h e  r e a s o n s  f o r  h i s  u n -  

e a s i n e s s .  C o m p a r i n g  h i s  f i n a n c i a l  a c c o u n t s  w i t h  

h i s  e m e r g e n t  c o s t i n g s ,  h e  f o u n d  t h a t  t h e  t w o  d i d  

n o t  a g r e e .  

T h i s  A c c  t is very exact  as to the whole but  we cannot  
make it agree with its parts viz the separate pieces - -  
It agrees with the small Vases very well but  those we 
sell at 2 or 3 G-s do not  appear to cost us 1/10 of  that 
money.  We are now taking a stock & shall then try 
another  method  (McKendrick, 1973, p. 61). 

B e i n g  o f  a c u r i o u s  d i s p o s i t i o n ,  W e d g w o o d  

s o o n  d i s c o v e r e d  w h y  t h e  v a r i o u s  p a r t s  o f  h i s  ac -  

c o u n t i n g  e x p e r i m e n t s  d i d  n o t  m e s h  t o g e t h e r .  

H i s  i n q u i r i e s  r e v e a l e d  " a  h i s t o r y  o f  e m b e z z l e -  

m e n t ,  b l a c k m a i l ,  c h i c a n e r y ,  a n d  w h a t  

W e d g w o o d  c a l l e d  ' e x t r a v a g a n c e  a n d  d i s s i p a -  

t i o n ' "  ( M c K e n d r i c k ,  1 9 7  3, p .  6 1  ). H i s  h e a d  c l e r k ,  

B e n ,  w h o m  h e  h a d  " l o n g  b e e n  u n e a s y  o n  t h i s  ac -  

c o u n t  b e i n g  f u l l y  p e r s w a d e d  ( s i c )  t h a t  m a t t e r s  

w e r e  n o t  r i g h t  w i t h . . .  H i s  C a s e  a c e  ts b e i n g  al- 

w a y s  s e v e r a l  m o n t h s  b e h i n d ,  & y e t  t o  j u m p  

e x a c t l y  r i g h t  w h e n  h e  d i d  B a l l a n c e  t h e m "  

( M c K e n d r i c k ,  1 9 7 3 ,  p .  6 1  ), h a d  h a d  h i s  h a n d  i n  

t h e  till .  O n  f u r t h e r  i n v e s t i g a t i o n ,  W e d g w o o d  

f o u n d  t h a t  " t h e  p l a n  o f  o u r  H o u s e  i n  N e w p o r t  

St.", w h e r e  t h e  c l e r k s  r e s i d e d ,  " is  r a t h e r  u n -  

f a v o u r a b l e  t o  V i r t u e  & g o o d  o r d e r  i n  y o u n g  

m e n " ,  " t h a t  t h e  h o u s e k e e p e r  w a s  f r o l i c k i n g  w i t h  

t h e  c a s h i e r " ,  " t h a t  t h e  h e a d  c l e r k  w a s  ill w i t h  ' t h e  

f o u l  D i s e a s e '  a n d  h a d  ' l o n g  b e e n  i n  a c o u r s e  o f  

e x t r a v a g a n c e  a n d  d i s s i p a t i o n  f a r  b e y o n d  a n y -  

t h i n g  h e  h a s  f r o m  u s  ( i n  a l a w f u l l  w a y )  w d .  b e  

a b l e  t o  s u p p o r t ' "  ( M c K e n d r i c k ,  1 9 7 3 ,  p . 6 1  ). 

O n l y  a f t e r  s u c h  r e v e l a t i o n s  as  t o  t h e  s o u r c e s  o f  

a c c o u n t i n g  i n c o n s i s t e n c y  d i d  W e d g w o o d  f e e l  

c o n f i d e n t  i n  h i s  n e w l y  f l e d g e d  f a c t s .  A s  h e  w e n t  

o n  t o  r e p o r t :  

Our  House may be looked upon as unfixed, & afloat, 
the first Clerk and Cashier being remov'd,  it seems the 
properest  t ime to introduce any new regulations we 
may think proper, or  to change the whole plan if we 
can adopt a be t te r . . ,  n o w w e  know that all goodssold 
for  money & not brought to account must  appear as 
increase o f  stock in stateing the acc t~ & we have such 
strong reasons for suspecting our  Head Clerks fidelity 
such an amazing increase of stock is an alarming cir- 
cumstance  & I shall not  be easy 'till the stock is taken 
to clear my doubts  in this respect  (McKendrick, 
1973, p. 61, emphasis  in original). 

I m m e d i a t e  s t e p s  w e r e  t a k e n  t o  c o r r e c t  t h e  m a t -  

t e r .  A n e w  c l e r k  w a s  i n s t a l l e d  a n d ,  i n  o r d e r  " t o  
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put the necessary business of collecting into a 
way of perpetual motion" (McKendrick, 1973, 
p. 62, emphasis in original), a routine of weekly 
accounts implemented. 

The birth of Wedgwood's  accounts had been 
difficult and laborious. There had been no easy 
relationship between the idea of costing and a 
specific programme of intervention in the or- 
ganisation conducted in the name of that idea. 
Costs had had to be constructed rather than 
merely revealed. An organisational economy 
grounded in a domain of accounting facts had to 
be forged painstakingly rather than merely ex- 
posed. 

Once constructed, however, Wedgwood had 
a powerful instrument for observing the organi- 
sation in economic terms. His strategic concep- 
tion of the role which records could play in the 
management of crisis had resulted in a means by 
which he could penetrate the inner workings of 
the organisation. A new visibility had been 
created. The organisation had been colonised by 
economic facts (Patton, 1979). A calculative 
means had been found for conceiving the func- 
tioning of the organisation in different terms. An 
accounting eye had provided Wedgwood with a 
new means for intervening in the organisation. 

And intervene he did. As we have seen, the ad- 
ministration and control of the financial records 
was reformed. More substantially, during the de- 
pression, prices were actively changed in the 
name of the new knowledge of costs and profits 7 
(McKendrick, 1964, 1973). A basis for a more 
systematic consideration of marketing policies 
was created (McKendrick, 1960, 1961, 1973). 
The newly emergent facts of the economic pro- 
vided a basis for re-appraising the organisation of 
the manufacturing processes, the advantages of 
large volume production, and the calculation of 
piece rates, wages and bonus's (McKendrick, 

1960, 1961a, 1973). The inner workings of the 
organisation had been made amenable to a new 
form of economic analysis. 

Wedgwood's  discovery of the advantages of 
large scale production illustrates this well. Faced 
with his newly emergent costing facts, 
Wedgwood noted that: 

If you  tu rn  to  the  c o l u m n s  of ca l cu la t ion  & see  h o w  
large a share,  Mode l ing  and Moulds,  & the  t h r ee  n e x t  

c o l u m n s  bea r  in the  e x p e n s e  of  Manufac tur ing  ou t  
goods,  & c o n s i d e r  tha t  these  e x p e n s e s  m o v e  l ike 
c lockwork ,  & are  m u c h  the  same w h e t h e r  the  quan-  
t i ty of  goods  be  large  or  small,  you  wi l l  see  the  vast  

c o n s e q u e n c e  in m o s t  manufac tu re r s  of  making the 
greatest quanti~y possible at a given time 
( W e d g w o o d ' s  i tal ics).  Rent  goes  on  w h e t h e r  w e  do  
m u c h  or  l i t t le  in the  t ime.  Wages  to  the  Boys and O d d  
Men, W a r e h o u s e  Men & Book-keepe r  w h o  are  a k ind  
of  Satali tes to  the  Makers  (Throwers ,  Turne r s  &c. )  is 

near ly  the  same w h e t h e r  w e  m a k e  20 doz  of  Vases or  

10 doz  pe r  w e e k  & wi l l  the re fo re  be  a d o u b l e  ex- 
p e n c e  u p o n  the  la te r  number .  The  same may  be  said 
in  regard  to  mos t  of  the  inc iden ta l  e x p e n c e s  . . . .  

W e  n o w  have  upwards  of  100 G o o d  forms of  Vases, 
for all of  w h i c h  w e  have  the  moulds ,  hand le s  & orna- 

m e n t s  & w e  cd. m a k e  t h e m  a lmos t  as c u r r e n t l y  as use- 
ful ware ,  & at half  the  e x p e n c e  w e  have  h i t h e r t o  done,  
p r o v i d e d  I durs t  set  the  Men to make  abo t 6 to 13 doz  

of  a sort;  p e rhaps  (as  the  first e x p e n c e  of  all these  ap- 
para tus ' s  is over,  & ou r  Men  in full prac t ice ,  and  m a n y  

have  s o m e  fears of  los ing  a g o o d  b ranch  of  bus ine s s )  
at m u c h  less than  half. 

The  first e x p e n c e  wi l l  be  all sunk  if  w e  do  no t  p r o c e e d  
in  the  bus iness  this  appara tus  is adap ted  for. 

The  Grea t  Peop le  have  had  these  Vases in the i r  
Palaces  long  e n o u g h  for t h e m  to be  seen  & a d m i r e d  

by  the  Midd l ing  Classes of  People ,  w h i c h  Class w e  
k n o w  are vastly, I had  a lmos t  said, inf ini te ly  supe r io r  

in n u m b e r  to  the  Great,  & t h o u g h  a greatprice was,  I 
bel ieve ,  at  first necessa ry  to  m a k e  the  Vases e s t e e m e d  
Ornament for Palaces, tha t  r eason  no  longe r  exists.  

The i r  cha rac t e r  is es tabl ished,  & the  Middl ing  Peop le  
wd.  p r o b a b l y  by  [sic] quan t i tys  of  t h e m  at a r e d u c e d  
p r i ce  (McKendr ick ,  1973, p. 55).  

7 Ou t s ide  pe r i ods  of  depress ion ,  W e d g w o o d  was  we l l  aware  tha t  in an imper fec t  market ,  w i t h  exp l i c i t  s t ra teg ies  for p r o d u c t  
different ia t ion,  t he re  was  no  neces sa ry  re la t ionsh ip  b e t w e e n  cos t  and  pr ice .  As McKendr i ck  ( 1964, p. 2 9 )  po in t s  out:  "The 
phrase  'The  p r i ce s  Mr Ben t l ey  wi l l  r egu la te  as he  th inks  p rope r '  occu r s  so f r equen t ly  in l e t t e r s  on  p r i c i ng  that  one  soon  rec- 
ogu izes  i t  as a famil iar  refrain". As W e d g w o o d  h imse l f  pu t  it, "When  I fix a p r i ce  u p o n  any n e w  art icle ,  p lease  to r e m e m b e r  
tha t  I have  m o r e  regard  to  the  Expence of  workmanship t han / the  apparent and comparative value w i t h  o t h e r  th ings  so 
you ' l l  c o r r e c t  i t  by  the  la t ter  w h i c h  is of ten  mos t  essent ia l"  ( e m p h a s i s  in or iginal) .  In McKendr ick ' s  ( 1964, p. 29 )  words ,  
W e d g w o o d  judged  " the cos t  of  p roduc t ion ,  the  diff icul ty of  making,  and  the  n u m b e r  he  c o u l d  easi ly  make,  and  then  Ben t l ey  
w o u l d  d e c i d e  at  w h i c h  marke t  to a im them,  at w h a t  p r i ce  to cha rge  t h e m  and in w h a t  quan t i t i e s  to m a k e  them".  
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As M c K e n d r i c k  ( 1 9 7 3 ,  p. 5 4 )  n o t e s ,  

W e d g w o o d ' s  c o s t i n g  " h a d  o t h e r  m o r e  p e r m a -  

n e n t  r e p e r c u s s i o n s  o n  h i s  b u s i n e s s  m a n a g e -  

m e n t " .  I n  o f t e n  u n a n t i c i p a t e d  ways ,  t h e  o r g a n i s a -  

t i o n  w a s  c h a n g e d  in  t h e  n a m e  o f  t h e  k n o w l e d g e  

o f  it. F o r  " b y  h i s  o w n  p e r s i s t e n c e ,  b y  a n  u n f a i l i n g  

a t t e n t i o n  t o  de ta i l ,  b y  f o u n d i n g ,  if  n o t  c r e a t i n g ,  

t h e  t r a d i t i o n s  o f  a f o r e m a n  c lass  a n d  e q u i p p i n g  it  

w i t h  r u l e s  a n d  r e g u l a t i o n s ,  h e  t r a n s f o r m e d  a col -  

l e c t i o n  o f  w h a t  i n  1 7 6 5  h e  ca l l ed ,  ' d i l a to ry ,  d r u n -  

ken ,  id le ,  w o r t h l e s s  w o r k m e n '  i n t o  w h a t  t e n  

y e a r s  l a t e r  h e  a l l o w e d  to  b e  ' a  v e r y  g o o d  s e t t  o f  

h a n d s ' "  ( M c K e n d r i c k ,  1961a ,  p. 46 ) .  W h a t  is 

m o r e ,  W e d g w o o d ' s  o b s e r v a t i o n s  c o u l d  n o w  b e  

c o n d u c t e d "  i n d i r e c t l y .  N o  l o n g e r  d i d  h e  h a v e  t o  

r e l y  s o l e l y  o n  w a l k i n g  a r o u n d  t h e  p o t t e r y  c o n -  

s t a n t l y  o n  t h e  i o o k o u t  f o r  " u n h a n d i n e s s " ,  s co ld -  

i n g  t h o s e  i n d i v i d u a l s  w h o  d i d  n o t  f o l l o w  h i s  in- 

s t r u c t i o n s  ( M c K e n d r i c k ,  1961a ,  pp .  4 3 - 4 4 ) .  

S u c h  p e r s o n a l  o b s e r v a t i o n  a n d  s u p e r v i s i o n  

c o u l d  s t a r t  t o  b e  c o m p l e m e n t e d  b y  t h e  e x e r c i s -  

i n g  o f  c o n t r o l  a t  a d i s t a n c e ,  b o t h  in  t i m e  a n d  

space .  8 W e d g w o o d  n o w  h a d  a v a i l a b l e  t o  h i m  t h e  

bas i s  o f  a m o r e  a n o n y m o u s  a n d  c o n t i n u o u s  

m e a n s  o f  s u r v e i l l a n c e .  

A l t h o u g h  b o r n  a m i d s t  c r i s i s  a n d  d o u b t ,  t h e  

c o n s e q u e n c e s  o f  W e d g w o o d ' s  a c c o u n t i n g  sys- 

t e m  s t a r t e d  to  b e  q u i t e  p r o f o u n d .  I n i t i a t e d  to  re-  

vea l  w h a t  h a d  b e e n  p r e s u m e d  t o  b e  t h e r e  al- 

r e a d y ,  o n c e  e s t a b l i s h e d ,  i t  p r o v i d e d  a bas i s  fo r  

s i g n i f i c a n t l y  c h a n g i n g ,  i f  n o t  e v e n t u a l l y  t r ans -  

f o r m i n g ,  t h e  f u n c t i o n i n g  o f  t h e  e n t e r p r i s e .  T h e  

n e w l y  e s t a b l i s h e d  a c c o u n t i n g  s y s t e m  e n a b l e d  a 

d i f f e r e n t  s e t  o f  d y n a m i c s  t o  b e  s e t  i n t o  m o t i o n .  

T h e  f i ne  de t a i l s  o f  t h e  p r o d u c t i o n  p r o c e s s  c o u l d  

n o w  b e  r e l a t e d  to  t h e  a i m s  a n d  p e r f o r m a n c e  o f  

t h e  o r g a n i s a t i o n  as a w h o l e .  9 P o l i c i e s  c r e a t e d  at  

t h e  t o p  o f  t h e  o r g a n i s a t i o n  c o u l d  b e  r e l a t e d  t o  

s p e c i f i c  a s p e c t s  o f  o r g a n i s a t i o n a l  f u n c t i o n i n g .  

T h e  o r g a n i s a t i o n  c o u l d  b e  o b s e r v e d  a n d  m a n -  

a g e d  in  t e r m s  d i f f e r e n t  f r o m  t h o s e  in  w h i c h  it  

f u n c t i o n e d .  A t t e m p t s  c o u l d  b e  m a d e  to  c o - o r d i -  

n a t e  a n d  p l a n  d i v e r g e n t  p a r t s  o f  t h e  o r g a n i s a t i o n  

in  t h e  n a m e  o f  t h e  e c o n o m i c .  A n  o r g a n i s a t i o n a l  

e c o n o m y  c o u l d  s t a r t  t o  b e  e m e r g e n t .  As P a t t o n  

( 1 9 7 9 )  h a s  sa id  in  a v e r y  d i f f e r e n t  c o n t e x t :  

The emergence of[ a practice] cannot be explained by 
the functions it subsequently comes to fulfil; new 
roles may be forced upon it, foreign to those itwas in- 
troduced to bear. 

A C C O U N T I N G ,  O R G A N I S I N G  A N D  THE 

O R G A N I S A T I O N  1° 

T u r n i n g  to  a n  o r g a n i s a t i o n  w h i c h  a l r e a d y  h a s  

a l o n g  h i s t o r y  o f  a c c o u n t i n g ,  t h e  a i m  is t o  c o n -  

s i d e r  in  a l i t t l e  m o r e  d e t a i l  s o m e  o f  t h e  p r o c e s s e s  

t h r o u g h  w h i c h  o r g a n i s a t i o n a l  a c c o u n t s  c h a n g e  

as t h e y  b e c o m e  i n t e r t w i n e d  w i t h  t h e  o r g a n i s a -  

t i o n  itself.  By e x a m i n i n g  a n o t h e r  c a s e  o f  ac- 

c o u n t i n g  c h a n g e ,  a n  i l l u s t r a t i o n  is p r o v i d e d  o f  

s In his detailed study of the history of Boulton and Watts' Soho engineering factory, opened in 1796, Roll ( 1930, p. 250) also 
notes how the introduction of time sheets for workmen started to serve a number of different roles. In addition to providing 
a basis for ascertaining the workers' wages and entering into the determination of prices by calculating the labour costs of 
the engines being made, Roll commented on the ways in which the new detailed visibility ofwage costs influenced the organi- 
zation of work and the relationships between effort and remuneration. The data provided a starting point for making changes 
in the methods of production, suggesting possibilities for speeding up work and introducing further machinery. The new re- 
cords also served to establish a standard or a norm for efficiency in the enterprise, enabling wages to become more related 
to detailed task performance. Here, as with Wedgwood, the newly established visibility of the economic itself created a dy- 
namic for changing the organization of which it was presumed to be a reflection. 

9 Loft ( 1986b, pp. 93-94 ) usefully notes the interdependence between production methods and record keeping, with each 
facilitating the construction of the other. As she comments: "Sophisticated cost accounting systems go hand in hand with the 
standardization of products and production methods. The 'facts' which cost accounting systems demand can only be created 
with enormous difficulty where work is carried on in a disordered, anarchic way. The opposite also applies, for the operation 
of a complex and detailed system of organization may be virtually impossible without records. Roll ( 1930, p. 252) points this 
out, noting that many aspects of the re-organized Soho Works (of Boulton and Watt) were such as to make any check except 
that through written records impossible". 

101 acknowledge the help of John Hughes (now of the Open University ) in assisting with the research on which this case study 
is based. The analysis also has benefited from discussions with Sten J6nsson. 
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some of the ways in which the processes, prac- 
tices and perspectives that characterise organi- 
sational life impinge on accounting. Continuing 
the theme introduced in the analysis of 
Wedgwood, consideration also is given to the 
ways in which accounting, in turn, impinges on 
the process of organising. 

M was established in the early days of the pre- 
sent century. In the business of industrial com- 
ponent  manufacturing, it quickly established it- 
self as an international enterprise with manufac- 
turing and marketing establishments in a wide 
variety of countries throughout the Western 
world. M grew rapidly, not least during the 
1950s. Those were years of prosperity and ex- 
pansion with good profits and a high return on 
assets employed. But this situation changed after 
1960. Although product  demand eased slightly, 
change was most evident on the supply side of 
the industry. In particular, the entry of Japanese 
manufacturers into the world market ushered in 
a decade of fierce competition. During the 
1960s the total value of Japanese output rose by 
over 350% but their exports increased by al- 
most 1,700%. Suddenly M was exposed to in- 
tense competit ion and this was greatest at the 
volume end of the market where, on certain indi- 
vidual products, the Japanese selling price was 
below M's calculated unit cost. 

A growing awareness of the dangers of 
Japanese competit ion and a dissatisfaction with 
the measured performance of the company 
caused a major re-appraisal of the company's 
competitive position to be undertaken. During 
the early 1970s a number of working parties 
were established to undertake a thorough inves- 
tigation of the problems facing the company. 

The first problem to be identified was, 
perhaps paradoxically, that of giving too good a 
service to customers. M had prided itself on pro- 
viding for any application "the right (compo- 
nent), at the right price - -  regardless of cost". 
Special design departments, part of the market- 
ing function, liaised with customers to produce 
components  for each and every application with 
little company-wide engineering and design col- 
laboration because of the semi-autonomous na- 
ture of the organisation's constituent plants. The 

result was a proliferation of marginally different 
components produced in different plants in a 
number of different countries. Moreover, the de- 
centralised strategy of organising also resulted in 
the same or similar products being produced in 
each country where there was a market for 
them, with a consequent duplication of tooling, 
set-up and other manufacturing costs for each 
operation and a high value of work-in-progress 
because of the large decentralised stocks. The 
problems were further exacerbated by the sheer 
proliferation of manufacturing plants, there 
often being many in the same country. During 
the highly profitable 1950s these problems had 
been of relatively little concern. Faced with a 
very different competitive situation, however, M 
decided to reduce considerably the number of 
product  variants. 

The perception of an external market threat 
thereby resulted in a detailed examination of in- 
ternal manufacturing operations. At that time 
the batch production methods used by M gave a 
large measure of independence to the separate 
functions of the manufacturing process. This re- 
sulted in a great deal of operational flexibility. 
Rush orders could be injected easily into the sys- 
tem and the ramifications of machine break- 
downs minimised. Such an approach was not 
suited to more concentrated and, consequently, 
higher volume production, however. The lack of 
inter-operation handling equipment resulted in 
long throughput times and high inventories. 
Moreover batch production of this type put a 
heavy burden on local production control sys- 
tems, stores personnel, operators, inspectors 
and factory supervisors. So very active consider- 
ation was given to alternative production 
methods. 

M decided to move, as far as possible, to pro- 
duction organised by means of multi-machine 
lines. Under this arrangement a number of simi- 
lar machines are connected individually with an 
extensive inter-operational conveyor system. 
The latter provided not only transportation but 
also a buffer storage, enabling machine groups to 
work at different paces and the effects of a break- 
down to be relatively contained. The capital 
costs of this type of  plant were high, but produc- 
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t ion speeds  w e r e  increased ,  t h r o u g h p u t  t ime  
was r e d u c e d  and, as a consequence ,  i nven to ry  
r e q u i r e m e n t s  w e r e  r e d u c e d  also. H o w e v e r  
those  advantages  w e r e  ga ined  no t  on ly  at the  ex- 
p e n s e  of  h igher  capi ta l  i nves tmen t  bu t  also at the  
loss of  cons ide rab l e  ope ra t iona l  f lexibil i ty.  The  
p r o d u c t i o n  sys tems  w o u l d  have  to b e c o m e  
m o r e  a u t o n o m o u s  o f  the  market ,  the  ve ry  turbu-  
l ence  of  w h i c h  had  b e e n  the  initial  s t imulus  for 
change.  

Or ig ina l ly  each  of  M's  p lants  had p r o d u c e d  a 
full range  of  p r o d u c t s  to mee t  the  demands  of  
the  local  market .  However ,  if p r o d u c t i o n  cos ts  
w e r e  to be  r educed ,  as the  in te rna t iona l  marke t  
was p e r c e i v e d  to  necess i ta te ,  it was  d e c i d e d  that  
mu l t i - p roduc t  l ines w o u l d  have to be  intro- 
duced .  In turn, this mean t  that  p r o d u c t i o n  runs  
n e e d e d  to be  longer  if the  e c o n o m i e s  of  scale 
w e r e  to mater ial ise .  O n e  way  o f  do ing  this was to 
r e d u c e  the  n u m b e r  of  variants  p r o d u c e d ,  bu t  in 
the  f ie rce ly  c o m p e t i t i v e  marke t  o f  the  late  1960s 
and ear ly 1970s this in i tself  was  no t  sufficient.  It 
was d e c i d e d  the re fo re  that  the  manufac tur ing  of  
each  type  of  p r o d u c t  shou ld  be  c o n c e n t r a t e d  in 
one  loca t ion  to max imise  p r o d u c t i o n  v o l u m e  
and r e d u c e  costs.  

A n e w  p r o d u c t i o n  s t ra tegy gradual ly  e m e r g e d  
f rom these  examina t ions  and discussions,  and  it 
was formal ly  ag reed  in 1971. The  m e t h o d  o f  im- 
p l e m e n t i n g  and achieving  these  aims was labori-  
ous  however .  The  initial  a l loca t ion  of  p rodu c -  
t ion r e p r e s e n t e d  a signif icant  ba lancing  p r o b l e m  
and d iscuss ions  w e n t  on  for a n u m b e r  o f  years. 
" W e e d i n g  out"  non-essent ia l  variants  was also a 
large task as each final p r o d u c t  var ie ty  was  tes ted  
for commerc ia l ,  f inancial  and t echn ica l  viability. 
In 1973 all variants  w e r e  classif ied on  the  basis of  
sales value,  thus ident i fying those  w h i c h  had  
such  low sales that  they  w e r e  p r o b a b l y  unprofi t -  
able. Each cand ida te  for e l imina t ion  was then  
e x a m i n e d  individual ly.  In paral le l  w i th  the  com-  
merc ia l  examina t ion ,  once  again a t echn ica l  as- 
sessment  was ca r r i ed  out.  The  design,  qual i ty  
and mater ia ls  of  each  w e r e  e x a m i n e d  cri t ical ly.  
Manufac tur ing  and marke t ing  cons ide ra t ions  
also e n t e r e d  into this assessment .  T o g e t h e r  
these  p roces ses  enab led  M to r e d u c e  its p r o d u c t  
range  f rom 50,000 final variants  in 1972 to 

20,000 in 1978. Ove r  the  same p e r i o d  the  aver- 
age annual  v o l u m e  pe r  final var iant  rose  by  
300%. An addi t ional  ca t ego ry  o f  p roduc t ,  
name ly  "special" p roduc t s ,  was also i n t roduced ,  
enab l ing  p r o d u c t s  to be  p r o d u c e d  to c u s t o m e r  
specif icat ions ,  bu t  at ex t r a  cost.  Overal l ,  M's  
m a n a g e m e n t s  c o n s i d e r e d  that  the  p r o d u c t  range 
c o n c e n t r a t i o n  had  r e d u c e d  marke t  cove rage  b y  
on ly  1% bu t  that  this  had  e l imina ted  wha t  had  
b e e n  the  unprof i t ab le  sec tors  o f  the  opera t ion .  

P r o d u c t i o n  methods ,  p r o d u c t  po l i c i e s  and  
p r o d u c t i o n  loca t ions  w e r e  t h e r e b y  all radica l ly  
changed  in the  name  o f  cost. All of  these  
s t ra tegic  cons ide ra t ions  had  b e e n  infused no t  
on ly  by  the  language  o f  cost ,  however ,  bu t  also 
by  the  specif ic  accoun t ing  ca lcula t ions  in use  at 
M. The  r e d u c t i o n  of  a measured  no t ion  o f  cos t  
had  b e e n  a p r ima ry  aim. In the  de l ibe ra t ions  and 
po l i cy  int i t ia t ives cos t  had  o p e r a t e d  no t  on ly  as 
an influential  abs t rac t  ca t egory  en te r ing  into  the  
language of  s t ra tegy bu t  also as a seeming ly  pre-  
cise o u t c o m e  o f  a specif ic  set  of  a c c oun t i ng  pro-  
cedures .  

In such  ways  the  t echn ica l  p rac t i ces  of  ac- 
coun t ing  b e c a m e  i n t e r t w i n e d  wi th  the  manage-  
rial func t ion ing  of  M. Organisa t ional  po l i c i e s  
came  to be  i n t e r d e p e n d e n t  wi th  the  accoun t ing  
r ep re sen t a t i on  o f  them. For  a c o m p l e x  set  o f  ac- 
coun t ing  rules  def ined  wha t  was and was no t  to 
be  r e g a r d e d  as costly.  Defini t ions  o f  "produc-  
tive" and "unproduc t ive"  cos t  ca tegor ies  influ- 
e n c e d  the  changes  made  to  specif ic  p r o d u c t i o n  
loca t ions  and eventual ly ,  the  p r o d u c t i o n  of  
specif ic  p roduc t s .  Rules by  w h i c h  o v e r h e a d  
cos ts  w e r e  to be  a l loca ted  to  p r o d u c t i o n  opera-  
t ions,  and b y  wha t  means,  had a significant im- 
pac t  on  r e p o r t e d  cos t  levels.  Deba tes  ove r  the  
capac i ty  assumpt ions  on  w h i c h  o v e r h e a d  costs  
w e r e  to be  a l loca :ed  w e r e  s imilar ly  influential  in 
the  h ighly  de ta i l ed  cos t  assessments ,  as w e r e  the  
t echn ica l  p r o c e d u r e s  for d e t e r m i n i n g  h o w  fre- 
quen t ly  s tandard  cos ts  w e r e  to  be  u p d a t e d  to 
take a c c oun t  o f  inflat ion and exchange  ra te  fluc- 
tuat ions.  Also o f  grea t  i m p o r t a n c e  w e r e  the  pro-  
c e du re s  for accoun t ing  for opera t iona l  change  in 
M. For  a l though the  p r o b l e m s  of  the  c o m p a n y  
had  o rg ina ted  f rom the p e r c e p t i o n  of  a changing  
env i ronment ,  M's  accoun t ing  sys tem o p e r a t e d  
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under assumptions of steady state production. 
The calculation and reporting of set-up and 
order costs and operation start costs were such 
that although the financial ramifications of stable 
production were made clearly visible, the 
equally significant implications of production 
changes were much less visible and the costs of 
operational flexibility and inflexibility did not 
enter into the accounting calculations at all. In 
all of these ways not only did the rhetoric of ac- 
counting come to play a significant mediating 
role in the policy deliberations but also the very 
particular physical, spatial and temporal assump- 
tions and biases incorporated into M's formal ac- 
counting systems came to influence the relative 
preferences assigned to the various production 
strategies. The accounting system started to be 
not only reflective of M but also constitutive of 
its options and policies (Burchell e t  al., 198 5 ). 

However the network of changes at work in M 
was such that accounting itself came to be sub- 
ject to pressures to change. Not only had it 
played a significant role in mediating the rela- 
tionship between managerial perceptions of a 
strategic need for change and the operational re- 
sponses decided upon but also M's formal infor- 
mation systems, including those of an account- 
ing nature, were also to be significantly changed 
by the different production policies that had fol- 
lowed the recognition of a market crisis. Under 
the old system of multiple local production the 
relationship between marketing and manufac- 
turing had been dealt with at a local (national) 
level. Many of the relevant liaisons and linkages 
had been done informally. Although there were 
formal systematic flows of information, these 
were primarily local in nature. That was no 
longer adequate however. With geographically 
concentrated production, the marketing and 
manufacturing functions had been uncoupled. A 
new way had to be found to aggregate total fore- 
cast and actual demand for every product  variant 
in order to plan the utilisation of capacity in each 
plant. What had previously been informal had 
now to become formal. The new production 
strategy had given rise to the need for a new 
mode of organising and radically different formal 
flows of information. 

To deal with these problems, two new organi- 
sational structures were established. A central 
co-ordinating committee was set up to judge 
market demand and decide upon appropriate 
production levels in line with available capacity, 
inventories and strategic and operating policies. 
The interface between marketing and manufac- 
turing thereby became subject to much more 
centralised control and new functional staff 
groups were set up in the head office to support 
this new influence structure. Also, with these 
rather crucial decisions requiring accurate and 
up-to-date information, a new management in- 
formation system was established with its 
operating team based in a central geographical 
location. Utilising the forecast parameters estab- 
lished by the co-ordinating group, the new cen- 
tral information office decided upon capacity 
booking, factory loading, assembly scheduling 
and distribution instructions. To facilitate this 
process, feedback of actual levels of manufactur- 
ing, sales and stocks was required to be made 
monthly by all local establishments via M's new 
computer-based data transmission systems. The 
increasingly centralised interdependent deci- 
sion making and control processes were invest- 
ing in a great deal of formal information (Gal- 
braith, 1973). M was in the process of becoming 
a more information intensive and information 
dependent organisation. 

As a result of these changes, consideration also 
had to be given to the formal organisational 
structure of M. Previously the company had 
been structured around the national manufac- 
turing and marketing units. As relatively self- 
contained entitities, they had constituted useful 
business responsibility units. Performance was 
measured on an annual basis in traditional ba- 
lance sheet and income statement terms. Longer 
term planning of the enterprise as a whole had 
been attempted but had proved a difficult and 
unsatisfactory endeavour. Now, however, M was 
a more integrated and centralised organisation. 
The relationships between local marketing and 
manufacturing had been severed. Local sales 
were no longer dependent on local production. 
Performance in total was more dependent on 
central decision making. With this in mind, the 
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w h o l e  organ isa t ion  s ta r ted  to be  s t r u c t u r e d  
a long p r o d u c t  lines. 

In  the  mids t  of  such  organisa t ional  changes  it 
was r ecogn i sed  that  the  p rev ious  r u d i m e n t a r y  
con t ro l s  w e r e  no  longer  adequate .  Considera-  
t ion had  to  be  g iven  to  a m o r e  f requent ,  m o r e  
d i saggrega ted  r epo r t i ng  system. Budge t ing  be- 
c a m e  a m o r e  i te ra t ive  and t ime  c o n s u m i n g  pro-  
cess. Even w h e n  a r r ived  at, the  b u d g e t  was up- 
da t ed  by  a regula r  ser ies  o f  qua r t e r ly  plans. The  
c e n t r e  n o w  n e e d e d  to be  m u c h  m o r e  c lose ly  in- 
f o rmed  of  local  d e v e l o p m e n t s  and revis ions  in 
local  expec ta t ions .  Local pe r fo rmance ,  in turn,  
was assessed m o n t h l y  w i th  the  p rev ious  sum- 
mary  f inancial  in fo rmat ion  n o w  be ing  r e p l a c e d  
by  an e x t r e m e l y  de ta i l ed  r e p o r t i n g  of  financial,  
market ing ,  ope ra t i ng  and even  p e r s o n n e l  re- 
sults. And, in such  a n e w l y  cen t ra l i sed  enter-  
pr ise,  even  local  p e r f o r m a n c e  was n o w  con- 
d i t i oned  b y  cen t ra l ly  m e d i a t e d  and m u c h  con- 
t e s ted  accoun t ing  po l ic ies  for t ransfer  p r i ces  and 
the  a l loca t ion  of  costs.11 

AS is shown  in Fig. l ,  the  accoun t ing  sys tem 
and its resu l tan t  p r o b l e m s  n o w  s ta r ted  to be  a 
c o m p l e x  re s idue  of  market ing ,  p r o d u c t i o n  and 
organisa t ional  s trategies.  Jus t  as accoun t ing  had  
m e d i a t e d  some  of  the  ear ly  cruc ia l  po l i cy  deci-  

L 
Market chonge 

= Accounting mediation 

Change in production 
policies 

Organisat ional Information system 
change = • change 

Accounting change / 

1 
Fig. 1. Accoun t ing  imp l i ca t ed  in  organisa t ional  act ion.  

sions, n o w  accoun t ing  was i tself  sub jec t  to the  
impl ica t ions  of  some  of  its o w n  effects. 

Accoun t ing  was f i rmly e m b e d d e d  in the  or- 
ganisa t ion  ra the r  than  be ing  any c lear ly  separa-  
b le  par t  o f  it. The  organ isa t ion  was  no t  indepen-  
den t  o f  the  accoun t ings  of  it. A l though  at a p o i n t  
in t ime  the  p rac t i ces  of  a c c oun t i ng  c o u l d  be  
ident i f ied,  the i r  func t ion ing  was i n t e r tw ined  
wi th  that  o f  the  o rgan isa t ion  in bo th  ref lec t ive  
and cons t i tu t ive  ways.  O t h e r  impor t an t  aspec ts  
o f  organisa t ional  func t ion ing  had  i m p i n g e d  on  
account ing ,  p rov id ing  p res su res  for it to  change.  
In  this  sense  a c c oun t i ng  was  a r e s idue  of  pas t  
s t ra tegic  choices ,  pas t  dec i s ions  on  m o d e l s  o fo r -  
ganis ing and past  c o m m i t m e n t s  to  po l i c i e s  for 
making  visible,  and t h e r e b y  po ten t i a l ly  governa-  
b le  (Mil le r  & O'Leary,  1987),  pa r t i cu la r  aspec ts  
of  organisa t ional  act ion.  All of  these  act ivi t ies  of  
the  pas t  had  p l ayed  a ro le  in u n d e r m i n i n g  the  ac- 
coun t ings  o f  the  pas t  and c rea t ing  the  poss ib i l i ty  
for the  accoun t ings  o f  today.  Account ing ,  how-  
ever,  had  no t  only  b e e n  a passive p h e n o m e n o n .  
It was no t  on ly  a re f lec t ion  of  o t h e r  aspec ts  o fo r -  
ganisa t ional  life bu t  also had  p l ayed  a m o r e  posi-  
t ive cons t ruc t i ve  ro le  in organisa t iona l  funct ion-  
ing. Accoun t ing  had  p r o v i d e d  an ope ra t iona l  and  
influential  language o f  e c o n o m i c  mot ive ,  its cal- 
cu la t ions  had  infused and in f luenced  impor t an t  
po l i cy  decis ions ,  and  the  vis ibi l i t ies  it  c r e a t e d  
p l ayed  an impor t an t  ro le  in making  real  par t icu-  
lar s egmen ta t ions  o f  the  organisa t ional  arena. 
Accoun t ing  no t  on ly  re f l ec ted  the  organ isa t ion  
as it had  b e e n  bu t  it  also p l ayed  a no t  insignific- 
ant  ro le  in pos i t ive ly  making  the  organ isa t ion  as 
it  n o w  is. 

ACCOUNTING AND THE RESIDUES OF THE 
ORGANISATIONAL PAST 

The cons t i tu t ive  roles  o f  a c c oun t i ng  p r o v i d e  a 
ma jo r  focus for  analysing Q, also a ma jo r  man- 
ufac tur ing  en terpr i se .  Like M, it also had  to face 

~ With increasing emphasis being placed on the control function of local performance reports, "fairness" rather than decision 
relevance was an important criterion for evaluating such accounting practices and changes in them. I am grateful to Sten 
JOnsson for bringing this point to my attention. 
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e x t r e m e  marke t  t u r b u l e n c e  and change.  Increas-  
ing  compe t i t i on ,  chang ing  c o n s u m e r  expec ta -  
t ions and a squeez ing  o f  p rof i t  marg ins  also en- 
g e n d e r e d  in Q a sense  o f  organisa t iona l  crisis. 

As an organisa t ion ,  Q is even  m o r e  informa- 
t ion  in tens ive  than  M. It has inves ted  heavi ly  in 
formal  in fo rmat ion  and c o n t r o l  systems,  pay ing  
pa r t i cu la r  a t t en t ion  to those  o f  a f inancial  and  ac- 
coun t ing  nature .  The  t en tac les  of  these  sys tems  
p e n e t r a t e  d e e p  into  the  manufac tur ing ,  market -  
ing, d i s t r i bu t ion  and admin i s t ra t ive  func t ions  of  
the  en te rpr i se .  De ta i l ed  aspec t s  o f  the  organisa-  
t ion  are  m a d e  e c o n o m i c a l l y  vis ible  on  a ve ry  reg- 
ular  basis. Standards,  budge t s  and  p lans  p lay  a 
cen t ra l  ro le  in t he  co -o rd ina t i on  and in teg ra t ion  
o f  a ve ry  large,  func t iona l ly  spec ia l i sed  and geog-  
raph ica l ly  d i s p e r s e d  organisa t ion.  I n d e e d  it is 
t h r o u g h  the  formal  f lows o f  e c o n o m i c  informa- 
t ion  that  m a n y  i m p o r t a n t  a spec t s  o f  Q c o m e  to 
b e  known,  m a n a g e d  and assessed.  No  p o c k e t s  o f  
local  a u t o n o m y  are  consc ious ly  a l l owed  to exist .  
Not  on ly  are  all the  par t s  of  the  vast, d i spe r sed  
and va r ied  en t e rp r i s e  d r a w n  t o g e t h e r  b y  the  in- 
fo rma t ion  sys tems w h i c h  p r o v i d e  the  basis for 
the  ope ra t iona l  g o v e r n a n c e  o f  Q bu t  also the  
r h y t h m s  o f  the  a c c o u n t i n g  yea r  t h e r e b y  b e c o m e  
ve ry  inf luent ial  c o m p o n e n t s  o f  the  organisa-  
t ional  c o n s t r u c t i o n  and  m a n a g e m e n t  o f  t i m e )  2 
The  accoun t i ng  eye  is i n d e e d  a s ignif icant  and  
o m n i p r e s e n t  one.  

The  in fo rmat ion  e c o n o m y  of  Q had b e e n  
e l a b o r a t e d  and re f ined  dur ing  p e r i o d s  o f  g r o w t h  
and re la t ive  p rosper i ty .  Al though  diff icult ies had  
b e e n  e n c o u n t e r e d  wi th  this  vast  and e x p e n s i v e  
m a c h i n e r y  o f  abs t rac t  in fo rmat ion  and adminis t -  
rat ion,  cond i t i ons  o f  s table  g r o w t h  had  rare ly  
p l a c e d  these  at a p r e m i u m .  The  abs t rac t  cate-  
gor ies  o f  cos t  and  prof i t  had  b e e n  d e e m e d  to 
p r o v i d e  an a d e q u a t e  po r t r aya l  o f  the  func t ion ing  
o f  the  organisa t ion.  The  m a n a g e m e n t  o f  the  gen- 
eral  r a the r  than  the  pa r t i cu l a r  had  no t  b e e n  seen  
as p rob l ema t i c .  The  resu l t ing  pe r i od i s a t i on  of  
g o v e r n a n c e  had  no t  c r e a t e d  any i n s u r m o u n t a b l e  
diff icult ies in the  c o n t e x t  o f  re la t ive  stabili ty.  
The  systems,  for  t he re  w e r e  a vast  n u m b e r  o f  
on ly  par t i a l ly  i n t eg ra t ed  ones,  had  b e e n  fine 

t u n e d  and d e v e l o p e d  in re la t ion  to  specif ic  p rob -  
lems and p r e s u m e d  needs .  In  this  w a y  the  infor- 
ma t ion  r eg ime  o f  Q had  m a r c h e d  eve r  forward,  
gaining, in the  p rocess ,  an increas ing  measu re  of  
a u t o n o m y  and fur ther  c rea t ing  the  basis for  a de- 
tached,  spec ia l i sed  and abs t rac t  a rena  o f  man- 
a ge me n t  that  s eeming ly  had  less and  less d i r ec t  
c on t a c t  w i th  the  ope ra t iona l  specif ics  of  the  en- 
te rpr ise .  

The  marke t  crisis  was to  make  such  an infor- 
ma t ion  r eg ime  increas ing ly  p r o b l e m a t i c  how-  
ever.  Wi th  m o u n t i n g  uncer ta in ty ,  the  n e e d  for 
in format ion  that  was  no t  c o l l e c t e d  b e c a m e  eve r  
greater .  The  sen io r  m a n a g e m e n t  o f  Q s ta r t ed  to  
real ise  that  wha t  it  had  b e e n  regard ing  as a de-  
t a ched  and i n d e p e n d e n t  sou rce  o f  i l lumina t ion  
- -  in format ion  - -  was in fact a d i r ec t  re f lec t ion  
and an in tegra l  c o m p o n e n t  o f  its sys tem of  ad- 
min i s t ra t ion  and governance .  Wha t  had  b e e n  
c o n t r o l l e d  - -  costs,  profi ts ,  var iances  and vol- 
u m e  - -  had  g iven  rise to an in fo rmat ion  residue.  
Wha t  had  no t  b e e n  con t ro l l ed ,  bu t  wha t  was 
n o w  seen  to be  in n e e d  o f  cont ro l ,  was unre-  
f lee ted  in the  organisa t ion ' s  ba t t e ry  of  informa- 
t ion systems.  The  p rev ious ly  u n m a n a g e d  - -  
quali ty,  de ta i l ed  aspec ts  o f  the  func t ion ing  of  the  
p r o d u c t i o n  process ,  e m p l o y e e  and manager ia l  
c o m m i t m e n t  and  mot iva t ion ,  t h r o u g h p u t  t imes  
and ope ra t iona l  i nven to ry  holdings ,  t echnolog i -  
cal p rogress ,  the  de ta i l  o f  c u s t o m e r  respons ive-  
ness  - -  r e s i de d  in the  d o m a i n  of  the  unknown.  
The  vis ibi l i t ies  of  the  p r e s e n t  w e r e  part ial ,  re- 
f lect ing on ly  the  locus  of  pas t  p rob lems ,  past  
con t ro l s  and  pas t  pa t t e rns  o f  author i ty .  H o w e v e r  
signif icant  it  might  be,  in Q the  n e w  had  enorm-  
ous diff icul ty f i l ter ing th rough  the  old. The  di- 
mens ions  o f  c o n c e r n  w e r e  just  so different.  

The  organ isa t ion  o f  the  p r e s e n t  was  t h e r e b y  
t e t h e r e d  to the  c o n c e r n s  o f  the  past.  The  infor- 
m a t i o n  sys tems  o f  Q had  b e c o m e  no t  on ly  so de- 
tai led,  so s eeming ly  p r e c i s e  and so appa ren t ly  
c o m p r e h e n s i v e  bu t  also so fundamenta l ly  in- 
t e r t w i n e d  w i th  the  p r e s e n t  o rgan isa t ion  o f  Q 
that  for a long  t ime  they  had  se rved  to d e n y  the  
leg i t imate  ex i s t ence  o f  al ternat ives.  Not  on ly  
had  the i r  ve ry  t echn ica l  qual i ty  c o m e  to b e  seen  

12 For a further discussion of the role of accounting in the construction of conceptions of time see Hopwood ( 1986b ). 
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as so high and so all e m b r a c i n g  that  gaps had  no t  
b e e n  p e r c e i v e d  bu t  also the  p r e s e n t  in format ion  
and con t ro l  f lows had b e c o m e  c o - d e t e r m i n o u s  
wi th  the  en te rp r i se  itself. In  an impor t an t  way  
the  accoun t i ng  sys tem of  Q had b e c o m e  isomor-  
ph ic  wi th  the  organisat ion.  Both had  changed  
such  that  each  was n o w  bo th  d e p e n d e n t  on  and 
ref lec t ive  of  the  other .  Wha t  had  once  b e e n  di- 
rec t  and specif ical ly  ident i f iable  bu reauc ra t i c  
con t ro l s  had, ove r  t ime,  b e c o m e  m u c h  m o r e  un- 
ob t rus ive  ones  (Pe r row,  1986),  a cen t ra l  pa r t  of  
Q itself. N o w  they  w e r e  impl i ca ted  in the  estab- 
l i shment  o f  the  very  p remises  of  dec i s ion  mak- 
ing, " the con t ro l  of  the  cogni t ive  p remises  un- 
de r ly ing  act ion" (Pe r row,  1986, p. 129), de ter -  
min ing  at a ve ry  basic  level  the  s t ruc tu re  of  
mean ing  and s ignif icance in the  organisatton." 13 
Change is e x t r e m e l y  difficult  in such a con tex t .  
It is on ly  wi th  grea t  diff iculty that  p e o p l e  can  
s tar t  to conce ive  of  do ing  anything differently.  
The  n e w  has few means  to p e n e t r a t e  the  con- 
sc iousness  es tab l i shed  by  the old. 

Eventually,  however ,  c i r cums tances  w e r e  
such  in Q that  the  radica l ly  changed  environ-  
m e n t  was recognised .  It s lowly  s ta r ted  to be  re- 
f l ec ted  in even  the  t rad i t iona l  indicators .  And al- 
t hough  delayed,  inves t igat ions  p r o m p t e d  b y  this 
p r o v i d e d  a basis on  w h i c h  some  m e m b e r s  of  the  
organisa t ion  s ta r ted  to real ise  the  s ignif icance of  
the  changes  underway.  

In the  c o n t e x t  o f  such  a p e r c e p t i o n  of  crisis 
impor t an t  aspects  of  the  organisa t ion  of  Q that  
had  b e e n  pos i t ive ly  shaped  by  its r eg ime  of  infor- 
ma t ion  sys tems s ta r ted  to be  r ega rded  as p rob-  
lematic.  The  ba t te r ies  of  s tandards,  budge t s  and 
plans  w e r e  seen  as c rea t ing  a re la t ive ly  inf lexible  
and inward  looking  enterpr i se .  The  phrase  
"paralysis by  analysis" s ta r ted  to e n t e r  the  or- 
ganisat ional  vocabulary .  It was p e r c e i v e d  that  
emphas is  had  b e e n  p laced  on  the  m a n a g e m e n t  
of  the  normal  ra ther  than the  irregular .  The  man- 
agemen t  of  the  abs t rac t  had  c r ea t ed  an organisa- 
t ion that  found  it difficult, if not  pos i t ive ly  

t raumat ic ,  to r e s p o n d  to the  par t icular .  The  sys- 
tems o f  in format ion  also w e r e  r e c ogn i s e d  as hav- 
ing p l ayed  a ve ry  crucia l  ro le  in the  c rea t ion  of  
c o n c e p t i o n s  of  t ime  in Q. No on ly  was  the  con- 
t inual  s t ream of  organisa t ional  ac t ion  p e r i o d i s e d  
in a ve ry  pa r t i cu la r  w a y  bu t  also the  r eg ime  of  
rou t ine  p lann ing  and r e p o r t i n g  had  resu l ted  in a 
c e l e b r a t i o n  o f  the  p r e s e n t  and  the  shor t - te rm.  By 
ex tens ive  p roces ses  of  budge t i ng  and planning,  
the  fu ture  had  b e e n  b r o u g h t  in to  the  presen t ,  
s eeming ly  b e c o m i n g  m o r e  cer ta in ,  less cont in-  
gent ,  less deba t ab l e  and, poss ibly ,  less read i ly  
sub jec t  to inf luence  in the  process .  After  an era  
of  emphas i s ing  the  i m m e d i a t e  in many  aspec ts  of  
its management ,  Q n o w  found  it e x t r e m e l y  dif- 
f icult  to  instill  a m o r e  p roac t i ve  c o n c e p t i o n  of  an 
inf luencable  and manageab le  longer  t e rm future.  

As in M, impor t an t  fea tures  of  organisa t ional  
life had  b e c o m e  i n t e r t w i n e d  wi th  the  funct ion-  
ing o f  an accoun t ing  system. Accoun t ing  had  de- 
v e l o p e d  such  that  is was e m b e d d e d  in the  or- 
ganisa t ional  fabric, b o t h  ref lec t ing  and c rea t ing  
the  con tex t s  in w h i c h  it opera ted .  In Q, how-  
ever,  this p roces s  had  gone  m u c h  further.  Whi l e  
such  t e nde nc i e s  c lear ly  w e r e  at w o r k  in M, in Q 
they  had  b e c o m e  fully real ised.  Al though  au- 
t o n o m o u s  d e v e l o p m e n t s  cou ld  and d id  take 
p lace  in the  des ign  and func t ion ing  o f  Q's  ac- 
coun t ing  sys tems ( and  w h i c h  by  feed ing  into the  
func t ion ing  of  the  organisat ion,  cou ld  sub- 
sequen t ly  lose  the i r  au tonomy) ,  a c c oun t i ng  in Q 
had  b e c o m e  a p h e n o m e n o n  that  cou ld  no t  b e  re- 
ga rded  as be ing  in any sense  separab le  f rom the  
en te rp r i se  as a whole .  

Past inves tmen t s  in a f inely t u n e d  e c o n o m i c  
vis ibi l i ty  had  radica l ly  inc reased  the  sa l ience  of  
the  e c o n o m i e s  that  cou ld  be  ga ined  f rom func- 
t ional  special isat ion,  geograph ica l  d i spe r s ion  
and a r eg ime  of  adminis t ra t ive  co-ord ina t ion .  
The  a c c oun t i ng  eye  had  b e c o m e  a ve ry  s t ra tegic  
one.  The  organisa t ion  had  b e e n  mob i l i s ed  in the  
name  of  wha t  was k n o w n  of  it. E c o n o m i c  ob jec t -  
ives and s t ra tegies  for m e e t i n g  t hem had b e e n  

t~ As Perrow (1986) points out, with unobtrusive control, what he terms the "control of premises," organizational particip- 
~.nts "voluntarily restrict the range of stimuli that will be attended to ('Those sorts of things are irrelevant', or 'What has that 
got to do with the matter?') and the range of alternatives that would be considered ('It would never occur to me to do that')". 
(Perrow, 1986, p. 129; emphasis in original). Such attitudes were indeed prevalent in Q. 
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g iven  a ve ry  p r e c i s e  meaning .  Inves tmen t s  had  
b e e n  m a d e  in the  c o n t e x t  o f  a ve ry  pa r t i cu l a r  
e c o n o m i c  knowledge .  As a result ,  Q was  n o w  
c o m p o s e d  o f  d i f ferent  mach ines  and dif ferent  
p e o p l e  w i th  di f ferent  skills l oca t ed  in di f ferent  
places ,  and  sub j ec t  to  a different  m a n a g e m e n t  re- 
gime.  Wha t  is more ,  Q n o w  n e e d e d  its account -  
ing sys tems  in o r d e r  to  func t ion  as it did. They  
sat isf ied needs  that  t hey  had  p l ayed  a ro le  in 
c r ea t ing  (Ignatieff ,  1984).  The  p r e s e n t  s t ructur-  
ing of  the  o rgan i sa t ion  p r e s u m e d  the  ex i s t ence  
o f  account ing .  No longe r  just  d i sc re t e  t echn ica l  
p r o c e d u r e s ,  the  a c c o u n t i n g  sys tems  w e r e  in- 
fused in to  the  o rgan i sa t ion  itself. 

The  c r ea t i on  of  a ccoun t i ng  res idues  that,  in 
turn,  p l ayed  a ro le  in c r ea t ing  the  o rgan i sa t ion  in 
w h i c h  the  accoun t ings  func t ioned  had  b e e n  an 
i m p o r t a n t  pa r t  o f  Q 's  d e v e l o p m e n t .  A vis ibi l i ty  
had  b e c o m e  a reality.  But that  vis ibi l i ty  had  no t  
always b e e n  so cen t ra l ly  imp l i ca t ed  in the  func- 
t ion ing  of  Q. It had  b e e n  b o r n  amids t  a di f ferent  
reali ty,  se rv ing  dif ferent  p u r p o s e s  than those  
n o w  r e q u i r e d  o f  it. The  accoun t i ng  res idues  had  
b e e n  laid d o w n  in an organ isa t ion  different  f rom 
that  w h i c h  Q n o w  is. 

I m p o r t a n t  fea tures  of  the  e m e r g e n t  e c o n o m i c  
vis ibi l i ty  had  b e e n  c r e a t e d  in the  c o n t e x t  of  at- 
t emp t s  to  c o n t r o l  the  l abou r  p r o c e s s  (Clawson ,  
1980).  A confl ic t ful  and  o rgan i sed  w o r k  force  
had  p r o v i d e d  o n e  signif icant  base  for the  r ise o f  
a r eg ime  o f  e c o n o m i c  ca lcu la t ion  and adminis t -  
ra t ion  in Q. The  con t ro l  of  e c o n o m i c a l l y  or ien-  
t a ted  effort  had  b e e n  a mobi l i s ing  p r o b l e m .  In- 
v e s t m e n t s  had  b e e n  m a d e  in the  spec i f ica t ion  o f  
w o r k  expec ta t ions ,  in the  l inking o f  effort  to re- 
w a r d  and in the  m e a s u r e m e n t  and c o n t r o l  o f  ac- 
tual  pe r fo rmance .  A reg ime  o f  de ta i l ed  econ-  
o m i c  ca lcu la t ion  had  b e e n  c r e a t e d  in o r d e r  to  re- 
n d e r  vis ible  in a qu i te  pa r t i cu la r  m a n n e r  the  
func t ion ing  o f  the  ope ra t iona l  co re  o f  the  organi-  
sation. The  social  con t ro l  o f  w o r k  had  p r o v i d e d  
an i m p o r t a n t  i ncen t ive  for  Q's  i nves tmen t  in an 
e n h a n c e d  vis ibi l i ty  o f  the  economic .  ~4 Now, 
howeve r ,  that  socia l ly  c o n s t r u c t e d  vis ibi l i ty  had  

c r e a t e d  an en t e rp r i s e  organisa t iona l ly  depen-  
d e n t  on  the  resu l tan t  knowledge .  The  organisa-  
t ion  had  b e e n  r e f o r m e d  in the  name  o f  the  
k n o w l e d g e  of  it. A manager ia l  r eg ime  based  on  
facts and  analysis had  ar isen ( a l t hough  in a diffe- 
r en t  c o r p o r a t e  con tex t ,  see  Geneen ,  1984).  
More  p r e c i s e  a r t i cu la t ions  of  ob jec t ives  had  
b e e n  made,  and  these  had  b e e n  diffused 
t h r o u g h o u t  the  o rgan i sa t ion  b y  means  o f  the  ac- 
coun t ing  calculus.  N e w  segmen ta t ions  of  w o r k  
had  b e e n  in i t ia ted  in the  o rgan i sa t ion  and n e w  
bases  for adminis t ra t ive  expe r t i s e  forged.  Wha t  
had  b e e n  in i t ia ted  in the  organ isa t ion  in the  
name  of  the  social  c ame  to func t ion  in the  name  
o f  bo th  the  organisa t ional  and  the  social. 

ON THE CONSIDERATION OF ACCOUNTING 
IN MOTION 

T o g e t h e r  the  cases  i l lust ra te  no t  only  that  ac- 
coun t ing  can  be  c o n c e i v e d  as be ing  in m o t i o n  
bu t  also that  such  a p e r s p e c t i v e  p r o v i d e s  a r ich 
insight  in to  the  organisa t iona l  p r ac t i ce  of  ac- 
coun t ing  and its c o n s e q u e n c e s  for act ion.  Wha t  
conven t iona l ly  have  b e e n  seen  to be  the  stat ics 
o f  the  accoun t ing  craft have b e e n  seen  to  be  in 
the  p r o c e s s  of  changing,  b e c o m i n g  thereby ,  
wha t  t hey  w e r e  not.  And such  a por t raya l  has en- 
ab led  an analysis of  s o m e  o f  the  ways  in w h i c h  
account ing ,  by  in t e r sec t ing  wi th  o t h e r  organisa- 
t ional  p roces se s  and prac t ices ,  inf luences  the  
pa t t e rn s  o f  organisa t ional  visibili ty,  s ignificance,  
s t ruc tu re  and act ion.  

In  the  case  o f  W e d g w o o d  the  e m e r g e n c e  of  a 
n e w  a c c oun t i ng  was observed .  The  ca tegor ies  
and  in te r - re la t ionships  o f  an e c o n o m i c  dis- 
cou r se  and rhe to r i c  (McCloskey ,  1985)  pro-  
v ided  an incen t ive  for  the  c r ea t i on  of  a p rac t ica l  
means  for obse rv ing  the  o rgan i sa t ion  in econ-  
o m i c  terms,  so making  seeming ly  real  wha t  pre-  
v ious ly  had  b e e n  abstract .  Al though  in i t ia ted  as a 
tool  for  dec id ing  u p o n  p r i ces  and p r o d u c t  vol- 
umes,  a means  t h e r e b y  was c r e a t e d  for  in terven-  

14 Several independent and very detailed historical studies support this conclusion. Moreover these have been conducted 
from a number of different theoretical perspectives. However, in the name of preserving the anonymity of Q, no references 
are given. 
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ing in and t rans forming  the  organisa t ion  in the  
name  o f  the  n e w  e c o n o m i c  k n o w l e d g e  of  it. As 
w e  left ou r  cons ide ra t i on  o f  W e d g w o o d  a basis 
was s tar t ing to b e  es tab l i shed  u p o n  w h i c h  the  ac- 
coun t ing  craft  w o u l d  b e c o m e  a m o r e  power fu l  
means  for organisa t ional  i n t e rven t ion  and gover-  
nance,  able  to p lay  a m o r e  act ive ro le  in the  shap- 
ing of  the  t r a j ec to ry  o f  organisa t ional  deve lop-  
ment .  In i t ia ted  to reveal  wha t  was p r e s u m e d  to 
be, the  a ccoun t i ng  eye  was s tar t ing to  be  sugges- 
t ive o f  organisa t ional  reform. 

Such a p roac t ive  ro le  for accoun t ing  was seen  
in ope ra t i on  in the  ear ly  days of  the  fo rmula t ion  
of  M's  r e sponse  to  a marke t  crisis. The  o the rwi se  
abs t rac t  languages  of  e c o n o m i c  mot ive  and man- 
agerial  analysis had  b e e n  made  into  a m o r e  pre-  
cise ca lculus  for the  assessment  o forgan i sa t iona l  
change  b y  the  accoun t ings  that  had  b e e n  laid 
d o w n  in M in t imes  past. In  this way, the  qui te  
specif ic  p r o p e r t i e s  of  the  accoun t ing  sys tem 
p layed  an act ive ro le  in med ia t ing  the  organisa- 
t ional  r e sponse  to  the  p e r c e i v e d  need  to change.  
The  mobi l i s ing  po ten t i a l  i nhe ren t  in the  ear ly  
cos t ings  of  W e d g w o o d  was n o w  seen  in act ion,  
he lp ing  to shape in qu i te  par t i cu la r  ways  the  
market ing,  p roduc t i on ,  and  thereaf ter ,  the  or- 
ganisat ional ,  in format ion  and even  accoun t ing  
s t ra tegies  in M. For  account ing ,  by  b e c o m i n g  
m o r e  e m b e d d e d  in the  organisat ion,  no t  on ly  
shaped  o t h e r  impor t an t  aspects  of  organisa t ional  
life, bu t  it, in turn,  also was  in f luenced  by  them,  
ove r t ime  t h e r e b y  p lay ing  some  ro le  in c rea t ing  
the  poss ib i l i t ies  and cond i t i ons  for its own  trans- 
formation.  

In Q the  organisa t ional  e m b e d d e d n e s s  of  ac- 
coun t ing  was such  that  it  p l ayed  a signif icant  and 
e x t r e m e l y  influential  ro le  in the  func t ion ing  o f  
the  organisat ion.  Al though c r ea t ed  over  a long  
p e r i o d  of  t ime  and or ig inal ly  appea led  to for rea- 
sons  different  f rom its p r e s e n t  funct ioning,  the  
accoun t ing  and o t h e r  r e l a t ed  in format ion  and 
con t ro l  sys tems n o w  c r e a t e d  the  d o m i n a n t  
means  o f  vis ibi l i ty  in Q. The  organisa t ion  was 
seen  and managed  t h rough  an accoun t ing  eye.  
The  se lec t ive  pa t t e rns  of  accoun t ing  vis ibi l i ty  
had  p r o v i d e d  a means  for mobi l i s ing  and chang- 
ing the  organisa t ion  such  that  it  no t  on ly  was  de- 
p e n d e n t  u p o n  bu t  also a lmost  s y n o n y m o u s  wi th  

the  pa r t i cu la r  f lows of  in format ion  w h i c h  had  
b e c o m e  i n t e r t w i n e d  wi th  its d e v e l o p m e n t  and 
c u r r e n t  m o d e  o f  funct ioning.  

For  all t h r ee  organisa t ions  a c c oun t i ng  had  
p l ayed  some  ro le  in the i r  t ransformat ion.  The  
p roces ses  t h rough  w h i c h  the i r  accoun t ings  had  
b e c o m e  wha t  they  w e r e  no t  w e r e  s tar t ing to be- 
come ,  or  a l ready  were ,  e m b e d d e d  in the  ve ry  
fabric o f  the i r  funct ioning.  Par t icular  r eg imes  of  
a c c oun t i ng  facts had  b e e n  created.  An opera-  
t ional  s ignif icance was  given to  e c o n o m i c  and 
manager ia l  ca tegor ies  and  rhe tor ic .  A seeming ly  
p r e c i s e  and specif ic  ca lculus  had  e n t e r e d  into 
organisa t ional  de l ibe ra t ions  and debate .  Ac- 
count ing ,  in be ing  p r o p a g a t e d  and changed ,  had  
b e c o m e  imp l i ca t ed  in w i d e r  p roces ses  o f  organi-  
sat ional  pe r cep t i on ,  gove rna nc e  and s t ra tegic  
mobi l i sa t ion .  

The  c o n s e q u e n c e s  of  such  a t r a j ec to ry  o f  de-  
v e l o p m e n t  w e r e  signif icant  for all the  organisa-  
tions, provid ing ,  in the  case  of  M, an impor t an t  
med ia t ing  inf luence  at a t ime  of  a key  s t ra tegic  
change,  and, in Q, c rea t ing  a form of  organisa- 
t ional  d e p e n d e n c y  that  was to cons t ra in  and 
thereby ,  for a t ime,  to  inf luence  the  organisa-  
t ion 's  r e spons iveness  to  env i ronmen ta l  turbu-  
lence.  

Such c o n s e q u e n c e s  are amongs t  those  that  
have p r o v i d e d  the  basis for a m o r e  w i d e s p r e a d  
d e v e l o p m e n t  of  "wor ry ing  abou t  m a n a g e m e n t  
account ing"  ( H o p w o o d ,  1985a).  As was discus-  
sed  earl ier ,  t he re  is n o w  an increas ing  t e n d e n c y  
for accoun t ing  sys tems to be  assessed in t e rms  of  
the i r  ac tual  as wel l  as the i r  i n t e n d e d  organisa-  
t ional  consequences .  The  full range  o f  impac t s  
that  t hey  can have on  organisa t ions  is n o w  start- 
ing to be  discussed.  If  on ly  be c a use  o f  this  it is 
impor t an t  to t ry  to tease  ou t  and analyse in a lit- 
t le  m o r e  deta i l  some  o f  the  issues inhe ren t  in the  
cases, a lbei t  that  t hey  have to be  e x p r e s s e d  in a 
ten ta t ive  and par t ia l  m a n n e r  at this s tage in the  
d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  ou r  k n o w l e d g e  of  the  organisa-  
t ional  na ture  o f  the  a c c oun t i ng  prac t ice .  For  
w h e n  seen  in such  terms,  the  cases  are  sugges- 
t ive o f  a n u m b e r  of  cons ide ra t ions  w h i c h  have a 
w i d e r  s ignif icance for the  ways  in w h i c h  w e  can 
conce ive  of  a c c oun t i ng  in ac t ion  and the  p roces -  
ses of  a c c oun t i ng  e l abora t ion  and change.  



THE ARCHAEOLOGY OF ACCOUNTING SYSTEMS 227 

Perhaps most importantly, the changes we 
have analysed have not reflected any simple, 
linear pattern of accounting development. Al- 
though abstract rhetorics of change have played 
a role in disturbing a prevailing status quo, no 
unitary mobilising force, be it an economic ra- 
tionality, a social intent or a political will, has 
been found to be silently embedded within the 
shifting course of accounting's subsequent path 
of modification. Indeed in Wedgwood there was 
no easy and obvious relationship between an 
abstract economic category and a programme of 
intervention in the organisation conducted in 
the name of  it. A diversity of quite specific issues, 
rationales and constraints impinged on the 
course of accounting change in M, together pro- 
viding a means by which accounting could both 
shape the perception of problems and their solu- 
tions, and itself be adjusted by the shifting pat- 
terns of other organisational phenomena. In Q 
accounting had become so firmly embedded in 
both the structure and the consciousness of the 
organisation that it, for a time, defined what was 
perceived to be of economic significance. So in 
none of the companies were the accounts 
marching forward towards a conception of what 
they should become. No unproblematic pattern 
of accounting progress has been charted. The 
changes were specific ones, orientated to the re- 
solution of quite particular problems and issues. 
Although there were most certainly doubts and 
uncertainties accompanying the path of ac- 
counting change, equally there was no evidence 
that some pre-existing accounting order was 
merely masked by the ignorance of the particu- 
lar organisational participants we have consi- 
dered. Complex, nuanced and subtle though 
they sometimes may have been, the processes of 
organisational functioning have not been shown 
to have hidden any abstract a pr ior i  path of ac- 
counting improvement. 

The emergence of a particular account has 
been shown to be neither an unproblematic re- 
flection of a more abstract intent nor a sudden 
discovery or transformation. Rather the cases 
have illustrated the more positive ways in which 
specific local origins moderated the path of ac- 
counting development and the multiple and 

even conflicting conditions of possibility that 
gave rise to particular manifestations of the ac- 
counting craft. They have pointed to the manner 
in which particular configurations of issues, 
problems and other organisational structures 
and practices both provided a context for and 
shaped the development of specific accounting 
changes. Some of the ways in which the particu- 
lar meanings and significances attached to ac- 
counting information influenced the pattern of 
its transformation have been illuminated, as have 
the manner in which accidents, errors and devia- 
tions left their marks on the accounts that 
emerged. So although appeals were made to a 
body of accounting knowledge and technical 
practice, and to mobilising accounting and 
wider rationales, taken together the cases point 
to the need to see the resultant accounting 
changes as a combined result of both these and a 
multiplicity of other often minor changes in dis- 
parate parts of the organisational arena, each of 
which was itself engaged in for a diversity of 
local, tactical and conjectural reasons. 

Although the process of accounting change 
thereby has been shown to be complex, the 
cases hopefully have demonstrated that such a 
local and contingent pattern of change is an in- 
telligible one. An appreciation of  accounting 
change has been shown as being able to be 
grounded in the circumstances in which it oc- 
curs. However, as the above discussion has tried 
to make clear, intelligibility is not to be confused 
with necessity. In none of the cases was any im- 
perative driving a particular outcome. Nor could 
any be constructed on the basis of the organisa- 
tional circumstances which resulted in account- 
ing change. Rather than either assuming what ac- 
counting must be or deriving any retrospective 
view of the necessity of what happened, the 
cases demonstrate the need for an appreciation 
of change to be based on a more detailed aware- 
ness of the means through which accounting 
comes to be embedded within an organisation 
and the processes which provide a basis for ac- 
counting solutions to be related to other organi- 
sational problems and phenomena. They also 
point to the need to understand the more pro-ac- 
tive ways in which accounting can shift the con- 
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figuration of  organisational pract ices  and pro- 
cesses, thereby itself providing a con tex t  for 
modificat ion and change. Of  equal importance,  
they are suggestive of  the need  tO appreciate 
bo th  the cont ingent  and interactive nature of  the 
c i rcumstances  sur rounding those processes  in 
any particular setting. Seen in such terms, the in- 
telligibility wh ich  w e  seek to advance is shown 
to be  dependen t  on the means by which  we  can 
question, interpret  and interrogate the organisa- 
tional funct ioning of  the account ing  craft and, 
thereby, on  those conceptua l  concerns  and 
modes  of  investigation and analysis which  pro- 
vide a basis for the appreciat ion of  bo th  the ac- 
count ing  particular and the account ing  general 
rather  than an appeal to any overarching 
rationale that is deemed  to be implicit in either 
account ing  practices or  the c i rcumstances  that 
force them to change. Whilst it is recognised that 
organisational life involves a cont inuous  
dialogue be tween  the possible and the actual, 
and that thereby concept ions  of  an account ing  
potential  can play a role in mobilising account-  
ing change,  this is not  to attach an obviousness,  
a priori ty or  an imperative to the rhetorical  
claims that are associated with the account ing  
craft or  to provide  them with any privileged role 
in enabling account ing  to b e c o m e  what  it was 
not. What  effects such claims have need  to be 
seen as arising f rom their interact ion with the 
o ther  c i rcumstances  that characterise organisa- 
tional life rather  than an all embracing, power-  
fully penetra t ing and unproblemat ic  logic. 15 

Reflecting the need  to articulate a wider  ap- 
preciat ion o f  account ing  in act ion and the pro- 
cesses by which  it changes, the analysis of  the 
cases has been  conduc t ed  in terms of  a n u m b e r  
of  analytical themes. Emphasis has been  placed 
on  the particular visibilities created by account-  
ing systems and the means by which  they, in 

turn, shifted percept ions  o f  organisational tunc- 
tioning, mediated the recogni t ion  of  problems 
and the opt ions available for their resolution, 
and infused the pat terns o f  language, meaning  
and significance within the organisation. From 
such a stance, a t tent ion was directed to the con- 
stitutive as well as the reflective roles of  ac- 
counting. For al though it was recognised that a 
diverse array of  o ther  factors could  and did im- 
pinge u p o n  the account ing  craft, at times caus- 
ing it to shift its focus of  at tent ion and locus ofor -  
ganisational embodiment ,  equally the analyses 
were  under taken with an awareness o f  the more  
enabling propert ies  of  account ing  itself. By 
mould ing  the patterns of  organisational visibil- 
ity, by  extending the range o f  influence patterns 
within the organisation, by  creating different 
pat terns o f  interact ion and in te rdependence  and 
by enabling new  forms of  organisational segmen- 
tation to exist, account ing  was seen as being able 
to play a positive role in bo th  shifting the pre- 
condi t ions  for organisational change and in- 
f luencing its outcomes ,  even including the pos- 
sibilities for its o w n  transformation. Through  
such mutual  processes  of  interaction, account-  
ing was conce ived  as a p h e n o m e n o n  e m b e d d e d  
within the organisation rather  than as something  
that had a meaningful independent  existence. 
The forms that it took and the influences that it 
had were  not  seen as being able to be ap- 
precia ted  outside of  the con tex t  of  the o ther  or- 
ganisational practices,  functions and processes  
with which  it became  intertwined. Together  
they reflected a particular specificity of  align- 
ments  and al though it was somet imes  possible to 
distinguish one  organisational p h e n o m e n o n  in- 
fluencing another,  the analysis was c o n d u c t e d  in 
terms of  the possibility for, but  not  the necessi ty 
of, such influences since the mobilising factors 
were  often so numerous ,  diverse, ambiguous 

is Keat & Urry ( 1982, pp. 245--246)  make  a s imi lar  po in t  in the i r  m o r e  genera l  cons ide ra t ion  of  social  p h e n o m e n a :  
• . .  the  p ro found  i n t e r d e p e n d e n c e  of social  e n t i t i e s . . ,  is i m p o r t a n t . . .  ( b e c a u s e )  the  cond i t i ons  u n d e r  w h i c h  the  causal  
p o w e r s  of i m p o r t a n t  social  en t i t i e s  are rea l ized  cons is t  in fact of  o the r  social  en t i t i es  and  of  the  at least  par t ia l  rea l iza t ion  
of  the i r  powers .  This  fundamenta l  i n t e r d e p e n d e n c e  of  such  en t i t i es  thus  means  tha t  the  causal  p o w e r s  of s o m e  en t i t i e s  
cons t i t u t e  the  cond i t i ons  necessa ry  for the  rea l iza t ion  of  the  p o w e r s  of  o t h e r  ent i t ies .  And this, of  course ,  means  that  the  
empi r i ca l  even ts  w h i c h  t h e n  c o m e  to be  g e n e r a t e d  are the  p r o d u c t  of  h igh ly  c o m p l e x  i n t e r d e p e n d e n t  p r o c e s s e s . . .  More- 
over,  these  p rocesses  are no t  m e r e l y  to be  l is ted so that  they  can  be  "added  up" - -  r a ther  they  are to be  synthesized so  
that  the i r  c o m b i n a t i o n  qua l i t a t ive ly  modi f ies  each  cons t i t u t ive  en t i ty  ( e m p h a s i s  in or iginal) .  
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and uncertain, and had such an equivocal a 
priori" relationship to the craft of accounting, 
that change, be it accounting or otherwise, was 
seen as being something that was created rather 
than determined. Moreover, as organisational 
practices and processes over time changed to- 
gether, it appeared more useful to understand 
the configurations of which they all formed a 
part since the presence of any one practice came 
to presuppose the existence of the others. 
Perhaps hardly surprisingly, such analytical 
themes were also sensitive to the nuances and 
uncertainties which moderated the trajectories 
of accounting change and to the ways in which 
the interdependent nature of the resultant or- 
ganisational processes gave rise to the unin- 
tended, the unanticipated and the problematic. 

The constitutive roles of accounting are 
worthy of particular attention, not least because 
they have been little appreciated or discussed. 

For as we have seen, at times accounting can 
play a significant role in the creation of the pos- 
sibilities for other organisational phenomena to 
become what they are not. Through its interwin- 
ing with the discursive notions of accountability 
and responsibility, accounting can play a role in 
the reconstitution of organisational agents, 
enabling different configurations of organisa- 
tional arrangements to exist. By its routinisation 
of information flows and the ways in which it im- 
poses a spatialisation on time, it can change con- 
ceptions of the past, the present and the future, 
contributing different saliences to each which 
can, in turn, moderate temporal preferences and 
emphases, and thereby, organisational actions. 
Creating quite particular objectifications of the 
otherwise vague and abstract, and particular 
conceptions of economic facts, accounting also 
can create not only a context in which the condi- 
tions exist for other organisational practices to 
change but also a means by which a particular or- 
ganisational visibility can compete for or be im- 
posed upon managerial attention and, if such 
strategies succeed, perhaps even eventually 
exclude the visibility and significance of other 
ways of characterising the organisational terrain, 
as in Q. If such developments occur, the transfor- 
mational potential of accounting is only en- 

hanced, as the facts created by the craft give rise 
to an influential language and set of categories 
for conceiving and changing the organisation in 
economic terms. As Foucault ( 1972, p. 167) has 
noted: 

a succession of events may.., become an object of 
discourse, be recorded, described, explained, elabo- 
rated into concepts, and provide the opportunity for 
a theoretical choice. 

So although not frequently analysed, the impor- 
tance of accounting's constitutive roles should 
not be under-emphasised. They represent one of 
the significant ways in which accounting be- 
comes embedded in the organisation of which it 
is a part. 

Indeed accounting can become so integral a 
part of a configuration of organisational prac- 
tices that it can create some of the possibilities 
that provide the basis for changing the condi- 
tions that themselves mobilise accounting 
change, as we saw in both M and Q. In M it 
mediated the selection of not unproblematic 
marketing and production strategies that pro- 
vided the context in which the subsequent or- 
ganisational changes created new information 
and accounting problems. And in Q, a particular 
regime of economic visibility laid down in the 
context of one set of organisational problems 
played its role in creating an economic aware- 
ness that transformed the organisation and 
created a basis for its own dependence on a 
much elaborated regime of accounting facts. 
Such illustrations point to not only the transfor- 
mational potential of accounting but also some 
of the ways in which accounting can become a 
part of the factors that impinge upon it. 

Central to such a view of accounting is the 
possibility of there being an equivocal relation- 
ship between the aims in the name of which the 
craft is advanced and its actual organisational 
consequences (also see Burchell e t  al., 1985; 
Hopwood, 1983, 1986b). Not least because the 
generality of the accounting rhetoric can have 
difficulty interfacing with the detail, the com- 
plexity, the diversity and the specificity of or- 
ganisational action, some of the anticipated con- 
sequences of a particular accounting interven- 
tion may not be realised (see Hopwood, 1986a). 
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Moreover ,  a w h o l e  domain  of  the unant ic ipa ted  

can realise i tself  as accoun t ing  in tersects  wi th  

o the r  organisat ional  prac t ices  and processes ,  as 

it act ively creates  a n e w  sphere  o f  organisational  

visibility, ob jec t iv i ty  and potent ia l  significance, 

and as, in the p rocess  o f  so doing, it engende r s  

res is tances  to the strategies and in te rvent ions  
w h i c h  it seeks to further.  16 As all the  case 

analyses have illustrated, the c o n s e q u e n c e s  of  

accoun t ing  in te rven t ions  in the organisat ion can 

disturb, disrupt  and displace the organisational  

arena that was p r e s u m e d  in their  formulat ion,  

the reby  having the  p o w e r  to t ransform ra ther  

than mere ly  modify, the processes  o f  organisa- 

tional change.  

From such a pe r spec t ive  accoun t ing  also can 

be  c o n c e i v e d  of  as c rea t ing  res idues  oforganisa-  

t ional c o n s e q u e n c e s  that can change the  pre- 

condi t ions  for subsequen t  organisational  

change.  It is as if organisat ional  t ransformations 

depos i t  sed iments  w h i c h  not  only in teract  wi th  

the organisat ional  past but  also modify  the  pos- 

sibilities for the organisat ional  present ,  and its 
future. In this sense " the  p resen t  really does  con- 

tain the past w h i c h  p r e c e d e d  it", a l though as 

Gross ( 1 9 8 1 - 8 2 ,  p. 76)  w e n t  on to add, "this 

may be unperce ived" .  A tempora l  in te rdepen-  

dency  is so buil t  into organisat ional  life and the 

task of  analysis, as re f lec ted  in the cases, in part  

b e c o m e s  one  of  de lv ing  through the  res idues  of  

organisat ional  affairs to i l luminate  the pat terns  

o f p r e - c o n d i t i o n s  that m o d e r a t e  the  accoun t ing  

craft. 

It was wi th  such me taphor s  in mind  that the 

task of  analysis was seen  to be  an archaeological  

one  o f  carefully and caut iously sor t ing th rough  

the  sed iments  oforganisa t ional  history, h o w e v e r  

recent ,  to r econs t ruc t  the ways in w h i c h  the pre- 

sent  e m e r g e d  f rom the  p a s t .  17 However ,  as 

Foucaul t  (1972,  1977)  has c o m e  to use the 

terms, the m o d e  of  analysis mobi l i sed  in the  pre- 

sent  discussion has features of  bo th  a genea logy  

and an archaeology.  An "archaeology  tries to 

ou t l ine  part icular  configurat ions"  (Foucaul t ,  

1972, p. 157)  in o rde r  to reveal  "relat ions be- 

t w e e n  discurs ive format ions  and non-discurs ive  

domains  ( inst i tut ional ,  pol i t ical  events,  econ-  

omic  prac t ices  and processes )"  (p. 162). As in 

the  p re sen t  analysis, an a rchaeology  strives to 

isolate the condi t ions  of  possibil i ty o f  social and 

organisat ional  prac t ices  and bodies  o f  knowl-  

edge  a iming to r econs t ruc t  "a h e t e r o g e n e o u s  

system of  re la t ions and effects w h o s e  con t ingen t  

in ter locking"  (Gordon ,  1980, p. 243)  cons t i tu te  

the  basis on  w h i c h  p rac t i ce  is formed,  funct ions  

and has its effects. Moreover ,  it is the  act ive  con- 

s t ruc t ion  of  an a rchaeo logy  that c rea tes  a sen- 

sitivity to the p o w e r  crea t ing  potent ia l  of  bodies  
o f  k n o w l e d g e  and organisat ional  and social prac- 

t ices that  c o m e  to c rea te  a c o n c e p t i o n  o f  reali ty 

wi th in  w h i c h  they  function.  Genealogy,  on  the 

o the r  hand, conce rns  i tself  w i th  rup tures  and 

transit ions w h e r e b y  words ,  categories,  p rac t ices  

and inst i tut ions adopt  n e w  meanings  and signifi- 

cances  as they  b e c o m e  in t e r twined  wi th  n e w  

purposes  and n e w  wills, an equal ly  impor tan t  

t h e m e  of  the p resen t  discussion. With  its em- 

phasis on  change,  it is the genealogica l  perspec t -  

ive that serves  to alert  us to the  dangers  o f  assum- 

ing any under ly ing  cohe rence ,  t e n d e n c y  or  

16 The observations of Hirschman ( 1977, p. 131 ) a r e  interesting in this respect: 
On the one hand, there is no doubt that human actions and social decisions tend to have consequences that were entirely 
unintended at the outset. But, on the other hand, these actions and decisions are often taken because they are earnestly 
and fully expected to have certain effects that then wholly fail to materialize. The latter phenomenon, while being the 
structural obverse of the former, is also likely to be one of its causes; the illusory expectations that are associated with cer- 
tain social decisions at the time of adoption may keep their real  future effects from view. Moreover, once these desired 
effects fail to happen and refuse to come into the world, the fact that they were originally counted on is likely to be not 
only forgotten but actively repressed (emphasis in original). 

17 In fact the imagery of archaeology emerged from the initial field work in M and provided a basis for analysing and structur- 
ing the observations made there. At that time I was unfamiliar with Foucault's theorizing and used the metaphor in a more 
primitive sense. Subsequently the mobilization and structuring of the arguments in this and related articles (see, e.g. Burchell 
e t  al., 1985) have been informed by an awareness of the powerful analytics proposed by Foucault ( 1967, 1972, 1973, 1977, 
1979). However, even though it may result in a little confusion for some, the archaeological metaphor is preserved in the title 
out of both a sense of loyalty to the original formulation and a sense of ease with the imagery in the present context. 
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logic, such as progress, mobilising patterns of 
historical and organisational transformation to- 
wards some ultimate fulfilment or conclusion. 
As Foucault (1977, p. 146) made clear, geneal- 
ogy "does not pretend to go back in time to re- 
store an unbroken continuity that operates 
beyond the dispersion of forgotten things". 

Although the present investigations have been 
both more focused and constrained than the in- 
quiries undertaken by Foucault, they neverthe- 
less have provided an appreciation of some of 
the ways in which accounting can both be trans- 
formed by and serve as a vehicle for the transfor- 
mation of the wider organisation. Both a fluidity 
and a specificity have been introduced into our 
understanding of accounting in action. The sig- 
nificances attached to accounting have been 
shown in the process of their reformulation. The 
craft has been seen as becoming embedded in 
different organisational configurations and serv- 
ing very different organisational functions in the 
process of its change. The mobilising vehicles 
for these changes have been seen as residing in a 
very diverse number of organisational processes 
and practices and, not least, in accounting itself. 

However, at this stage in our understanding it 
is still important to exercise some element of in- 
terpretative caution, not least in respect of the 
mobilising factors that can put accounting into 
motion. For although the cases have provided a 
rich insight into at least some of the internal pro- 
cesses of accounting elaboration and change, to- 
gether they provide less of an understanding of 
the means through which the external might be 
able to recast the internal. Tempting though it 
may be to suggest an analysis in terms of the 
mobilising potential of a perception of crisis, not 
least an economic crisis, some care needs to be 
exercised before too strong a theory is articu- 
lated on this basis. Undoubtedly crisis and econ- 
omic restraint can and do generate action, not 
least in the accounting area (Khandwalla, 1973; 
Olofsson & Svalander, 1975). However, the 
analysis of the cases suggests tha.t the relation- 
ship is far from being a straightforward one. In 
Wedgwood economic recession did provide a 
stimulus for change, although the relationship 
between an economic rhetoric of change and its 

implementation was not unproblematic, requir- 
ing, as it did, an intersection with operational 
bodies of knowledge and specific organisational 
practices. In M accounting mediated the re- 
sponse to a major market change, although it was 
only itself changed after marketing, production 
and organisational changes had created a new 
organisational configuration and a new set of  ac- 
counting problems. And in Q, so unobtrusive 
and embedded within the structure and con- 
sciousness of the organisation had accounting 
become that initially it served to constrain 
change by masking the exact nature of the turbu- 
lent environment. So together the cases cer- 
tainly provide no basis for any general theory of 
crisis driven accounting change. Indeed the 
mode of  analysis that has been articulated should 
moderate our desire to state any such general 
view. Instead it should encourage a more precise 
and careful investigation of the ways in which 
either the perception or the actuality of external 
events can disturb the organisational configura- 
tions of which accounting forms a part (see Czar- 
niawska & Hedberg, 1985). Seen in terms of the 
possibility to so shift the organisational terrain 
and the visibilities that form a part of it, a role 
exists for the mobilising potential, but certainly 
not necessity, of a whole series of intrusions into 
the organisation. Alongside a more nuanced 
view of the role of crisis (also see Brunson, 
1985), we need to appreciate the ways in which 
new bodies of knowledge, new specialists as- 
sociated with their practice, government reg- 
ulatory attempts, changing theoretical and prac- 
tical conceptions of  organisational governance 
and order, and even the development of a diffe- 
rent accounting rhetoric can provide a basis for 
action and change. 

All too clearly there is a need for a great deal 
more research and a very considerable elabora- 
tion of the theoretical and analytical premises on 
which it might take place. Hopefully, however, 
the present investigation at least has served to il- 
lustrate the possibility for an analysis of account- 
ing change that is not dependent on abstract 
conceptions of potential and does not impose 
any unifying orchestration of action. It also aims 
to have indicated the ways in which historical 
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( h o w e v e r  r e c e n t  t h a t  m e a n s )  a n a l y s e s  c a n  g ive  

i n s i g h t  i n t o  a c c o u n t i n g  d y n a m i c s  and ,  b y  r e c o g -  

n i s i n g  t h a t  t h e  r o l e s  t h a t  a c c o u n t i n g  s e r v e s  can-  

n o t  b e  c o n s i d e r e d  i n  i s o l a t i o n  o f  t h e  p r a c t i c e s  o f  

t h e  craf t ,  t h e  n e e d  fo r  a p p r e c i a t i o n s  o f  t h e  

s p e c i f i c  p r a c t i c e s  t h a t  c o n s t i t u t e  t h e  c r a f t  a n d  

t h e  o r g a n i s a t i o n a l  p r o c e s s e s  w h i c h  e n d o w  t h e m  

w i t h  a s i g n i f i c a n c e  a n d  m e a n i n g .  
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