EDITORIAL

ISSN 1808-057X
DOI: 10.1590/1808-057x201790210

Accounting History Research: Scope, Topics and Agenda

Salvador Carmona

IE University, IE Business School, Madrid, Spain
Email: salvador.carmona®@ie.edu

1. GALVANIZING RESEARCH: INSTITUTIONS

Since the 1970s, accounting history has built a
considerable research infrastructure (e.g. congresses,
journals, and associations) that supports networking,
as well as the dissemination of studies in this area. This
editorial reviews research trends in accounting history
and suggests four areas: (i) new settings and observation
periods; (ii) accounting in native nations; (iii) gender; and
(iv) accounting and the State hold promise to advance
accounting knowledge.

In 1970, Ernest Stevelinck organized in Brussels the
first World Congress of Accounting Historians, which
signaled the awakening of accounting history research
as an academic discipline. World congresses instilled
in accounting historians the practice of receiving high-
quality feedback on their studies before submitting their
papers to a journal or their books to a publisher. In 1973,
Gary J. Previts lead the foundation of The Academy
of Accounting Historians. For accounting historians,
the Academy became a reference for networking, as well as
for research dissemination. Thus, the Academy launched
the first specialized journal in the area, The Accounting
Historians Journal (AHJ), in 1974.

Drawing on these institutional bases (e.g. congress,
academic organization, academic journal), accounting
history research was no longer practiced by a few, high-
profile scholars, such as Basil Yamey, and his contributions
to the role played by accounting in the rise of capitalism
(Yamey, 1949, 1964), or David Solomons, and his
influential work on advanced costing practices in the
late 19" century (Solomons, 1952). Instead, this academic
infrastructure propelled the visibility of accounting history
research and raised interest among a growing number
of scholars, who were established in a large number of
developed countries.

Research generally focused on examining the origins
of accounting and double-entry bookkeeping. Stevelinck
and co-authors addressed accounting in ancient times
(Stevelinck & Most, 1985) and biographical and artistic
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aspects of Pacioli’s figure (Stevelinck, 1986, 1994).
Furthermore, studies examining the origins of double-
entry bookkeeping focused on wider contexts that
witnessed the publication of Pacioli’s Summa, as well as its
technical underpinnings (Williams, 1978; Antinori, 1994;
Hernandez Esteve, 1994). This stream of research also
offered important contributions on the early dissemination
of double-entry bookkeeping in various industries - e.g.
the Spanish public sector (Hernandez Esteve, 1986); sale
of precious metals (Donoso Anes, 1994). Additionally,
accounting historians conducted significant studies on
biographical aspects — e.g. Federigo Melis (see Garner,
1976); British contributions (see Parker & Yamey, 1994)
—, as well as on the role played by accounting educators
(Zeff, 1999, 2000). On the other hand, studies on the
origins and fundamentals of accounting did not neglect
cost accounting practices; Wells (1977) examined the
development of cost accounting and Hallbauer (1978)
analyzed the relationship of cost accounting with other
disciplines (e.g. scientific management). Finally, historical
research also addressed how leading industries contributed
to developing innovative accounting practices - e.g.
railroads (Boockholdt, 1978; Previts & Samson, 2000).
Overall, accounting history research focused on
topics such as the origins of double-entry bookkeeping,
accounting’s role in the rise of capitalism, biography, the
emergence and evolution of cost accounting practices,
and how some industries contributed to the development
of accounting practices and theory. To do this, historical
research drew on primary or secondary sources to focus
on the description of historical events and few attempts
were made to engage historical evidence in an informing,
theoretical framework. Finally, the international profile of
accounting history research was worth noting, especially
considering the communication and logistics structure
of this period; since its foundation, the AH]J published
articles addressing accounting practices in a variety of
international settings (e.g. Greece, India, Italy, Japan).
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2. GAINING MOMENTUM

The rigor and importance of accounting history
research received significant endorsement from well-
established scholars. In a context where the USA was
losing its industrial supremacy to Japan, management
accounting witnessed a thorough debate on the relevance
of cost data for performance evaluation and managerial
decision-making (Kaplan, 1983). It was argued that
financial accounting principles overruled cost accounting
practices in firms, which leaned towards reporting goals
instead of providing management with relevant data for
decision-making and control purposes. In the context
of this debate, Johnson and Kaplan (1986) adopted a
historical perspective in support of the ‘relevance’ of
cost data; the authors suggest that the implementation of
early cost accounting systems that took place during the
British Industrial Revolution was motivated by efficiency
purposes; increasing competition slashed the firms’ profit
margins and they had to implement costing systems
for efficiency improvement purposes. From a different
perspective, Hopwood (1987) examined accounting
change processes and the need to learn more about the
preconditions of such a change. The author suggests
that research in accounting change should be embedded
in its wider social contexts and that contributions to
the theorization of accounting require engagement
in theoretical frameworks (e.g. Foucault, 1972, 1977;
Giddens, 1984). Hopwood (1987) also adopted a historical
perspective and drew on Foucault’s framework of power/
knowledge to stress accounting’s role as an instrument
of distance control, an approach that had been enforced
in prisons and benefitted from architectural design (e.g.
Bentham’s panopticon).

Kaplan and Hopwood’s calls for a historical approach
towards the relevance of cost data and the examination
of accounting change processes exerted a significant
influence on the research agenda. Furthermore, such calls
enhanced the visibility and impact of ongoing historical
research. Fleischman and Parker (1991) examined cost
accounting data of firms operating during the British
Industrial Revolution and found four major areas of
activity: (i) cost control techniques; (ii) accounting for
overhead; (iii) costing for routine and special decision-
making; and (iv) standard costing. On the other hand, and
adopting a sociological approach to examine historical
events, Hoskin and Macve (1986, 1988) analyzed the
published histories of the U.S. armories and railroads
to address the genesis of the new managerialism. They
traced back the implementation of a rigorous human
accountability system in these industries to influence

v

graduates from the U.S. Military Academy, an elite
educational institution, which was well-advanced with
disciplinary power elements such as the panopticon.

So, there were two approaches to conduct accounting
history research, which focused either on the technical
and economic aspects of accounting systems or on the
sociological ones. Such approaches were examined by
Ezzamel, Hoskin and Macve (1990), in their review
of Johnson and Kaplan’s Relevance Lost. Along these
lines, Miller, Hopper and Laughlin (1991) commented
on accounting history research conducted during the
1980s and identified two strands, which they labeled
as traditional and new accounting history, respectively.
Napier (2009), in his comprehensive review of accounting
history research, supported Miller and co-authors
categorization of traditional and new accounting history,
but proposed a less presumptuous terminology: historical
accounting and socio-historical accounting. The former
deals with the technicalities of the accounting craft,
while the latter tries to engage historical evidence in
sociological and managerial frameworks. Regarding
the socio-historical categorization, there were two
main streams of research: Marxist (Bryer, 2005) and
Foucauldian (Carmona, Ezzamel, & Gutiérrez, 1997,
2002). Overall, the distinction between the traditional/
new accounting history perspective and the new/socio-
historical one shows to be intellectually valid, but not
necessarily contradictory. As shown by the historical
evidence provided by Carmona, Ezzamel and Gutiérrez
(2004), an integration of both approaches is feasible and
this might enhance the strength of accounting history
research.

Accounting history research kept growing over the
last decades. From an institutional standpoint, two
international specialized journals were created: Accounting,
Business and Financial History, founded by Dick Edwards
and Trevor Boyns, which changed its name to Accounting
History Review, then it was edited by Steve Walker and
Cheryl McWatters; and Accounting History, which was
founded and edited by Garry Carnegie with co-editors.
Furthermore, some specialized journals were published in
some jurisdictions (e.g. in Spain: De Computis, founded
by Esteban Herndndez Esteve and currently edited
by Fernando Gutiérrez Hidalgo). Also, an increasing
number of specialized workshops and conferences on
accounting history signaled that this high-profile academic
infrastructure has led accounting history research to gain
momentum (see Napier, 2006, 2009).
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3. CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES: A RESEARCH AGENDA

The accounting history evolution provides us with
some opportunities for further research in this area.
In my view, investigations addressing (i) settings and
observation periods that are widely neglected by extant
research, (ii) accounting in native nations, (iii) gender,
and (iv) accounting and the State hold promise to add
to the categorizations of accounting history research
noted above (e.g. accounting history/socio-historical
accounting).

3.1 Time-space

Accounting history research is still dominated by
a rather thin time-space intersection, i.e. Anglophone
countries and the observation period 1850-1945
(Carmona, 2006; Walker, 2006, 2009). Paraphrasing
Scott (1995), it might be difficult, if not impossible, to
improve knowledge in our discipline if all our cases were
taken from the same, or very similar, contexts. Therefore,
accounting history research drawing on jurisdictions
that have been widely neglected by papers published
in generalist and specialist journals hold promise to
contribute to the discipline. Such investigations provide
new accounting evidence and theorization. Although
accounting history is improving its international profile
vis-a-vis the situation described by Carnegie and Potter
(2000) and Carmona (2004), further research addressing
other settings (e.g. Latin America, Africa) and various
time periods (e.g. Present Time History, Middle Ages,
Renaissance) might enhance the discipline’s profile. For
instance, studies drawing on this new time-space may
address accounting’s role in slavery and smuggling (e.g.
18t century Latin-America — see Carmona, Donoso, &
Reckers, 2013; Pinto & West, 2017).

3.2 Native nations

We still have much to learn about accounting and
organizational practices of indigenous people (for a
comprehensive work, see Greer & Neu, 2009). Such stream
of research claims that history traditionally focused on
the so-called winners’ records and stories, hence not
much is known about those people that were colonized,
defeated, or even genocided by advanced nations. This
stream emerged after the seminal work by Brown (1970)
on Native Americans in the American West during the
late 19" century. As aptly noted by Sy and Tinker (2005),
examining accounting and organizational practices among
non-Western tribes and people may bring difficulties
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with supporting evidence, especially if approached from
a traditional, Western perspective (e.g. written records).
However, there is a need to be optimistic about this:
papers in generalist and specialist journals show that
editors are flexible regarding research supported by non-
conventional accounting sources (e.g. oral history), and
this study type may enhance the discipline’s growth.
For instance, Annisette (2006) focused on pre-colonial
Africa to examine the ancient Yoruba practice and how
such a practice may enhance knowledge about the ‘truly
unfamiliar’

3.3 Gender

There is a sparse, but growing stream of research
examining the relationship between accounting and
gender. As doing gender is indeed a cultural concept,
there is an opportunity for accounting historians to
make a significant contribution to this area. To do this,
the relationship between accounting and gendered
space (e.g. household, workplace) provides excellent
research opportunities. Furthermore, extant research has
enhanced knowledge in this area: Walker (1998) examined
accounting’s role in everyday life in British households
during the 19" century and found that accounting
techniques were thoroughly implemented in the middle-
class family. It is worth highlighting that accounting was
used as an instrument of mens domination, constraining
women’s consumption and to limiting women’s lives to
domestic roles. Carmona, Ezzamel and Mogotocoro
(forthcoming) examined the relationship between gender,
management styles, and forms of capital in Cartagena de
Indias (present-day Colombia) during the 18" century and
found that stereotypic management styles were selectively
deployed, which included a masculine management style
that supported financial decision-making and business
transactions, whilst a feminine management style helped
enhancing social capital. As for the relationship between
accounting and gendered workplace, Carmona and
Ezzamel (2016) suggested three main areas of research:
(i) how human gaze produces gender divisions at work;
(ii) how accounting works as a gaze and produces gender
divisions in the workplace, while noting the scope for
resistance; and (iii) how gendered accounting technologies
reaffirm existing gender divisions.

3.4 Accounting and the State

The State’s role in social and economic activities has
varied across countries and regions and accounting has
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not played a neutral role in the States’ structure and
organization (Miller, 1990). In some jurisdictions (e.g.
16" century Venice - see Zan, 2004), the State exerted stiff
control over the economy and enforced sophisticated labor
and control processes through managerial and control
resources. In other constituencies (e.g. 18™ century Latin-
America), the State became a workforce supplier through

4. CONCLUDING REMARKS

Accounting history research provides excellent
opportunities to advance empirical knowledge about the
functioning of accounting systems, as well as to enhance
accounting theorization. Since the 1970s, accounting
history has built a considerable research infrastructure
(e.g. congresses, journals, and associations) that supports
both networking and research dissemination in the area.
This editorial suggests that historical research focusing on
four areas hold promise to advance accounting knowledge.
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