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"Men have a lways had to discover by ceaseles s trial 

and el' r or - a n d will- al 1,,1ays ha v e t o d o so - the natu. r e 

and conditi ons of the ir powe r l o act . The co nt radic tion 

be twe e n choice and cau.s e , the c las h of the i mage s o f 

cre at i v e ma n an d o f determi nis tic na t ur • is , so to 

and t he n dangl-'i:ng bc: j'.:· r• e ua !; lie e; sa i.b ·i l.Zt y o f' acc e pting 

bot h whi l e den y in g t he po ssibi lity o f do ing s o at once , 

qu.ickens our det e rmina ti on to ·; unr·a v e 1, o u r' ca u. s a l i t y a 

littl e fu1~ther , an d s o t o aet. 1J1:th mo1' e e f f e ct . 11 

Co r'be t t , Pa t r> ic k 

Ideologies 

Hutc hins on o f London, 1965, pp . 220 . 



ABSTRACT 

Perhaps the most significant eve nt t o have affected accounting 

since the beginning of the 20th c e ntury was the stock market 

crash of 1929. Although the event took place in the U.S.A. a nd 

so only directly affected the American a ccounting profession 

the subsequent influence of the American profession on the 

professions in many other countries (England, Australia, Canada 

etc.) can be•traced to this event. The significance of this 

event lies in the f ac t that it witness e d the beginning of a new 

era in the accounti ng discip line in wh i ch the general attitude 

toward the profes si on was tr ans f orme d fr om o ne of disinterest 

to one quite the oppos ite . Al thoug h t he a ttitude fostered wa s 

one of extreme d i sdain , the i mmedia t e conseq ue nce o f which wa s 

widespread critic ism of accounting prac t i t i o ne rs a nd the ir 

practices, acc o un ti n g wa s to it s adva ntage neve r a gain to r es t 

o n its laure ls. 

Notwithstanding the fa ct that the profe ssion may have receive d 

a disproportionate amount of the blame for the events which 

took place at that time, the heavy criticism which the profession 

endured pointed unmistakably to many previously ignored 

responsibilities and inadequacies. Perhaps the most significant 

inadequacy was the fact that the profession was at a loss to 

answer or explain to its critics the rationale for the practices 

they were then using. Unable to successfully answer its critics 

and prompted by the threat of legislative sanctions and controls, 

accountants for the first time began to see the need for a 
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critical examination of the practices which made up their discipline. 



Ap a rt from the work of one or t wo i ndi v idual s (e . g . Sprague , 

Pa t on) thi s a mounted to t he first recognition by accounta nts 

en rnasse of the need f o r res e arch in accoun ting . This need f o r 

i nt r osp e ction wa s r e c ognised b y mos t p r o f es s i o na l bodi e s by the 

mid 1 940's. 

The me thod o f r ese arch adopted t o f acil i t a t e this critica l 

investigatio n ce n tred a r o un d the who l e sale ga theri ng of data o n 

wha t accou~tants we r e d o i ng . The e x pected objective of this 

r e s earch was t h a t o ne would from the co l lected information be a ble 

to e stabl ish common ways of doing things wh ich could t hen , by the 

a u tho ritative decree o f t he p r ofess i o n , be e s tabl i shed as rules . 

Thi s me thod o f research con tinued l a r ge l y u nc ha l l e nged u p unti l 

t he 19 50 ' s and even today c o ntinues to domi nate t he way accoun tants 

c o nd uc t r esea r ch . Conce r n had been e xpres s ed tha t research was 

not " o rganised " but this was not concerned wi t h a n organ ised p lan 

o f mat ters to be investigated or ways in wh i ch a n swers were to be 

sou ght but r ather the q uestion s of whether r e s earch s hould be an 

i ndi vidua l or grou p eff o rt a nd whether cer t ain i ssues des erved 

discu ssion wi t h others (ar gume n ts of grouping ) . 

Since the 1950 ' s howe ve r, c onc e rn has b e e n expre s sed a mong the 

a c ade mic branc h o f the p rofess ion that the sort of r e search 

referred to above was not only ad hoc in nature , but hardly even 

deserving of the t e r m 'research'. Sir Ale xander Fitzgerald was 

one to come to thi s conclusio n afte r conside rable personal 

endeavour along these lines. He c o mme nte d "Resear ch i s not 

mer e l y an exposition o f practic e s curr ent l y f ollowed ." 

(Fitzgerald, 1957, 2) Supporting Fitzgerald and also 
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attacking the notion o f a uthor i t a t i ve r u l e-making , Chambers 

commented " We [ must] question the f o r mula t io n of r u l e s be f or e 

ade quate a na l ysis o f the matters in r e sp ect of whic h th e y ar e 

made " (Ch amber s, 19 6 6 , 353 ). 

In effo r ts to p r o vide a s o l u tio n to th e now wide open question -

What is the best r esearc h metho d f o r ac c o unting pu rpos e s ? , 

r e fe rence ha s subseq uen tly been made to the phys i ca l scie n c es 

wh i c h are t hought , by v irtue of t h e fac t t hat t hey h ave t h e 

only well - de ve l oped r e search tradition , to have t he o n ly r esearch 

method o f a ny conseq u e nc e . Evidencing this bel i ef , Chamber s , 

refe r rin g t o h i s own particular ef for t s to o u t line a metho dology 

f o r acc o u nt ing , comme nted " . . . tl;rn•e 1, 1 , ~1:· 110 r (~tte1°r; to f ollow 

e xc ept th at of the uell - de eTor>ed r::c:ienc:es " (Chambe rs , 1966, 4). 

Fo l lowi n g f ur the r invest i gat i on of the phys ica l s c i ences howeve r , 

wha t is n ow a ppa r e nt is tha t there appear s to be more t ha n one 

exp l anatio n f o r t h e ir s u c cess and s o mor e t han jus t one fi nite 

me thod of r esear ch tha n th a t i mpli e d by t h e p hr ase ' s c i e n t i f i c 

method' . 

In this thesis th e i nt e ntion is t o i nve stigate these latest 

developments with a view to deciding whether any or all of the 

explanations referr e d to have some relevance for accounting. 
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