
Copyright is owned by the Author of the thesis.  Permission is given for 
a copy to be downloaded by an individual for the purpose of research and 
private study only.  The thesis may not be reproduced elsewhere without 
the permission of the Author. 
 



TOWARDS ESTABLISHING A RESEARCH 

TRADITION IN ACCOUNTING 

--·---- ----- . 

A THESI S PRE SENT ED IN PARTIAL FULFILME NT OF THE 
REQUIREMENTS FOR THE DEGREE OF MASTER OF BUSINESS 
STUDIES IN ACCOUNTING AT MASSEY UNIVERSITY, 

M l.CB_AIL __ .. J~JjES _8J JK_EN 
1980 



"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 

i. 

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 

ii. 



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. 

iii. 



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

This study was undertaken in the Business Studies Department 

of the Faculty of Business, Massey University, under the dire ction 

of Professor G.H. Hines, Head of Department and Dean of the 

Faculty. Despite being but one of his many students, Professor 

Hines always had time to guide me in my endeavour. His academic 

understanding, his enthusiasm and his criticisms were all 

extremely valuable and are hereby gratefully acknowledged. 

I would also like to acknowledge the invaluable assistance of 

iv. 

many academic colleagues, in parti c ular Mr Michael Gaffikin, Senior 

Lecturer in Accounting a t the University of Sydney (formerly of 

Massey University). 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Page 

Abstract 

Acknowledgements 

Table of Contents 

Section 

iv 

v 

I 

II 

III 

IV 

INTRODUCTION 

Development in Account i ng 

Development s of Particular Concern 

Pr oblems Affecting the Accoun ting 
Science Interf acc 

PROBLEM STATEMENT 

Nat ure of the Pr ob l em 

The Alternati ves 

The Mo st Acceptable Alternative 

A Second Best Alternat i ve 

The Most Promising Alternat ive 

The Practicality of the Chosen 
Alt e rnative 

1 

1 

3 

7 

14 

14 

15 

15 

16 

17 

1 9 

A PERSPECTIVE OF ACCOUNTING AND SCIENCE 21 

Difficulties with the Accountin1/Science 
Relat i onships 21 

Contrasting Growt h Problems 23 

Stability of Growth Patte rns 2 4 

Extent of Cultura l Inf l uences 28 

A Te mpering of Negative Arguments 30 

Summary 33 

TWO VIEWS OF SCIENCE 36 

Objectivist Views of Science: 36 

Establishing the Link between 
Philosophy and the Scientific Method 36 

The Received View 38 

A Re-emphasis of Purpose 41 

Major Aspects of Received View 42 

Seeds of Decay 44 

Popper's View 48 

v. 



IV cont'd 

v 

VI 

- 2-

Co unt ering the Tene ts of Logical 
Positivism 

Popper ' s Answer to the Problem of 

Page 

50 

Induction 51 

Popper's View about Co nclusive 
Fals i ficat i on 52 

Fals i f i cation in Trouble 53 

Poppe r a nd the Pos iti v ists in Contrast 56 

Subjectivist Views of Science : 58 

Background 58 

Kuhn ' s View o f Sci e nc e 58 

Kuhn ' s Major Thesis i n Troub l e 61 

A Po i nt of Contras t betwee n Kuhn a nd 
Popper 64 

A Prob l e matic Aspect of Kuhn ' s Thesis 66 

Kuhni an a nd Poppe rian Fundamenta ls 
in Contrast 67 

Feyerabe nd ' s Da dist Philosophy 68 

Criticism o f Fey e rabend ' s Ph ilosop h y 70 

Ku lk a 's Critique of Feye rabend 72 

Tibbett's Critique of Feyerabend 75 

Hattiangadi ' s Critique of Feye rabend 79 

The Fund amental difference between 
Kuhn and Feyerabend 81 

Summary 83 

RESEARCH METHOD / HY POTHESIS 

SOME ACCOUNTING EXPERIENCE WITH 
PHILOSOPHY 

85 

88 

Background 88 

Establishing the Traditional View of 
Scientific Development: 90 

Chambers' Perspective 90 

Sterling's Perspective 96 

A General Perspective 99 

Establishing a Contemporary View of 
Scientific Development: 102 

Mattessich's Perspective 102 

Examples of Reconciliation 110 

vi. 



VI cont ' d 

VII 

- 3- Page 

Two Supportjng Works 114 

A Necessary Prerequisite fo r Change 1 1 7 

An I mplicatio n for Professional 
Research 119 

Some Support for Due Consideration 
Being Given to Feyerabend ' s The s is 1 21 

Some Pol i cy I mp licat ions of 
Feyerabend ' s Thesis 124 

Summa r y 1 27 

CONCLUSION 

Bi bliography 

130 

1 40 

vii. 



INTRODUCTION 

Development in Accoun ting 

While it has b een cus t oma r y fo r many acco un t ing writer s t o i mp l y , 

by o mi ssion to specify othe r wise , that deve lopment s i n a ccounting 

have had a unifo rm a nd i n ter na ti ona l signif i cance f o r t he who l e 

of the discipline , th r e e po ints must be mad e clear a b o ut the 

developments wi t h which thi s thes i s i s concerned i . e . 

deve l o pme nts in ac c ounting theory . 

The first point i s tha t these developme nts belong to but one 

o f three s eemingly dispara t e appr oaches to the subj e ct o f 

acc ounti ng theor y . Al th oug h the basic goa l of e ach of t he 

a pproache s r e main s the s a me i. e . to search for a f o u nd a tion 

upon whi c h to b ui l d s ound accounting pract i ce , the ideas b e ing 

discussed unde r the vario us appr oaches have differed markedly . 

Whe r e as at one e x treme one fi nds o nese lf considering r ea l a nd 

1 nominal or s t a t ive and transitive accounts at the othe r extreme 

one finds onese l f conside ring the sign ifican ce of e xte rnal r e s ear c h 

methodologies in a c counting
2 

and some whe re in the midd le one f i nds 

reference to Generally Accepte d Accounting Principles (G . A. A. P . ' s), 

3 
postulates and standards . While such variation tends to beg 

severa l questions i ncluding - Are these compl e me ntary or mutually 

l . Refer Whym an, P. "In s earch of a satisfactory accounting t heo r y 
October 1979, 76- 77 . 

2. Jfefer Tilley, I. "Accounting as a Sci entific Endeavour ... " 
Accounting and Business Resea:l'ch, Autwnn, l972, pp.287- 297. 

3. Refere~~nce most of t he publications by professional accounting bodies . 

l. 



4 
exclusive approaches t o developing an a ccounting t heory? -

s uffice to say at this point that there is this variation and 

that this thesis concerns itself with the second a pproach 

i.e. th e application of external research methods in accounting. 

A second point to be c ognizant of, i s that developments 

associated with the above approach are the product of academic 

research odginat.i ny primarily in t he United States. As such, 

comments and c onclus ions are immediately relevant only to 

research being undert<:tken in t.hat country . They are however 

relevant to New Zealand and other countries in as much ~ s 

developments in these co un tries no rmally f ol lo·h· some years 

behind those in Anh:: r i ca . l'urth12r , it i s the content i.on of the 

a uthor that serio us considera.ticn 11ceas to be g iven to thjs 

approach now , for if it is quashed (which it is in da n ger of 

so beinq) , for the v..:ant o f a l i t.t le: for w<Hd thinki11g by men 

of insight outside of America , then the chance for ear ly 

r esolution of accounting ' s foundational problems may effectively 

b e denied it. 

The third po in t of concern , hinted at above , concerns the 

dual nature of accounting theory developments in general. These 

have proceeded on two quite separate fronts - p ractitioner and 

d 
. 5 

aca ernic. Although both groups have sought and currently 

4. Pora di s cussion of this problem refer· to Aitken, M. J . ' What 
is Accounting Theory? ' (Unpublished). 

5. Because the American experience gives the best example of this , 
the t~o major professional or academic groups in this country 
~ill be cited. These are the American Institute of Certified 
Public Accountants (A.I.C . P.A . ) and the American Accounting 
Association (A.A.A . ), respectively. 

2. 



3 . 

maintain that they deal with the fundamen tal problems 

affecting the accounting discipline , the approach e ach has 

taken has differed markedly. Whereas the practitioner bodies 

have dealt with accounting by attempting to solve specif i c 

problems, the academic body has adopted a 'fire preve ntion• 

rather than 'fire fighting' role - they have sought to 

understand and solve accounting problems using a 

comprehensive 'back to basics' approach. Although one 

practitioner body (A.I . C.P.A) a ttempted a t one time (1 959) 

t o adopt this sort of approach it had little success . Th e 

first works o f this new approach were rejected by its then 

newly cons tructed Accounting Principl e s Bo ard (A.P. B .) as 

being " ... t oo i-·ad1'.ea t:l y diffe Y' <J ilt from pr·esen t gen e r aZZ.y 

accept e d. oc ooiui ting for acc e ptance at thil'J ·ti1?1 e :r . 

(A.P.B. I 1962). 

Recognising the s e two quite different concepts of deve lopmen t 

it is the intention of this thes i s to g ive pri~ary 

consideratio n to academic deve lopments. 

Develoements of Particular Concern 

With the above three points in mind, one should not be 

surprised to learn that under the direction of accounting academia, 

the study of accounting theory has to some degree shifted away 

from the consideration of purely accounting matters to the 



4. 

consideration of matters of a more general nature; away 

from considering accounting theory per se t o cons i dering theory 

in its most abstract sense nS the vehic le by whi ch knowledge 

. . d 6 is increase . The implica t ion of this move was that the 

resolution of accounting problems was not entirely possib l e 

at the g r ound or c ommon-sense l e vel ; that solutions 

necessitated r e f erence t o much d e eper l eve ls of thought , in 

the nature of philosophica l discussion. In support of this 

move in accounting and he r a ldi ng the possible benefits acc ruing 

to pro fessional bod ies who adopt this approach Chambers commen t ed 

"Mor>e recently ~ 720 1,i t:i.:tJr· .. thar·c .;pe signs f;hat . .. pr>oj'essionn"L 

associat1~ons s e nse a c; (w;n;itm e nt not 111ereZ.y to pPonc u.ncer,,ent bu t 

to more r•igo Pous inquir·y . I/ he t h e r n L: p i' e v i o u D l u t hi s 1J i l l 

issue in debate 1,:ilhou t ·i m1.aot 01< VPaet·ieJ remaius t o be see11 . 

tend to spread an appr eciaiio~ o f the fact the r ra cticaG a r e 

condition attitudes towa~ds a mo r u compr~ hensive and c onsistent 

system of thought, 11 (1966 , 356) . 

Concern for the establishment of a c o mprehe nsive and consiste nt 

base in accounting began in earnest around the mid SO ' s. 

Commenting at the very beginning of the period of academic 

awareness, Chambers noted that " Even though the subject had 

been rescued from declining into dogma , it is still difficult 

6. Because the increases in knowledge were thought to be a 
direct result of adherence to scientific practices and methods 
this move necessarily brought about a consideration of 
·t he accounting/science interface. 



to t'f'ace the elements of log1:co.l artd mct;hodical inquiry " 

(Chambers, 1955, 429 ) tho ug h t to be the essential characteristics 

of research , vita l to the resol u~ion of accounting ' s pro blems . 

Chambers , although not t he only theorist to r espon d t o the cal l 

to make accounti ng mor e r esearch orientated or scientific , was 

perhaps the most notable . A l ong debate wi th A.C. Li t t leton 

concerning a s u i table s truc ture fo r an accounting theory a nd a 

succession of publ i cations beginning i n 19 5 5 with a ' Bluep rint 

for o. Theory of 1\cc.:oun ting, ' and culmi nating in 1961 with 'Towards 

a General Theory of Accounting' wer e i ndica t ive of his important 

contribu t ion to accounti ng literature of the time . Altho ugh 

it was left to Carl De vine to popu lari se? t his topic with 

an art icle in the 1 960 Account i ng Revi e w e ntitled ' Resea rch 

Me thodology and Accounting Theo ry Formul ati o n,' t he d e cades of 

debate which have followed , contemplating a s uitable st ructu r e 

for a scient i fic acco unt ing theory , a re i. n no smal.l wa y 

attributabl e t o Chambers ' inspiration . 

Howev e r, although Chambers and many of his adherents bel i eved 

that this move in favour of sc i en tific me thodology was in 

response to the quest for a more rational plan of action , 

evidence will subsequently be prese nted in s upport of the 

idea that this move was nothing more than the result of a 

cultural bias; a bias which mistakenly attributes to 

5. 

scientific methodology the status of a sufficient rather than simply a 

necessary factor in the advancement of knowledge. 



6. 

In need of something to re-establish accounting 's credibility 

in the public eye, however, (lost in a myriad of inconsistencies ), 

accounting bodies have since sought to apply accepted 

scientific methodology in their research p r ogrammes and theory 

construction. Almost without exception , the philosophical base 

upon which t his scientific methodology has rested is that of 

L~gical Positivism. Unfortunately howe ver, having adopted this 

particular approach when its dominance , in terms of providing 

a suf f icient description of how knowle dge progresses , was fast 

receding, t he accounting discipline, with i ts tendency to follow 

rather than l ead, has once again fall e n behind in its 

development. Unabl e it seems, t o look to t he official 

account ing bodies for any l ead in th i s area , individua l theorists 

have continued wi th their end eavours . Through rending 

li terature from t he ph ilosophy of sc i e nce and undertaki ng 

personal associat ions with sci e n tific e ndeavours, a s Sterli ng 

did by spe nding some t ime in a sc i e nt i f ic e nvironme nt, many 

have begun to notic e the inconsiste nc ie s in the scient ific 

method of l ogica l positivism and have begun to inves tigate way s 

of developing knowledge based on alternative philosophi cal 

bases. 

However, because of the extremely abstract nature of the 

philosophy of science, many academics, skilled in traditional 

accounting methods, seem to have found it more than a little 

confusing and often frustrating trying to grapple with concepts 

a~sociated with this field. Indeed, this state-of-affairs could very 

well be responsible for the 'don't want to know' attitude of many 



accountants . Almost c e rtainly i t has been one fac t o r wh ich 

has been responsibl e f o r ma ny o f t he super f icial wo r ks which 

have s o f a r dea l t with t he a p p lication o f sc i entific methods i n 

accounting . I n a ll, the r e a re three major prob l ems affe c t ing 

th i s ass o ciation . 

Probl ems affectin~ t he Account i ng~Sc ience I n t e r fa ce 

Fi r st, a :1d per haps f o remos t , accounting theoris ts have f ailed as a 

g r o up t o come to any consensu s a bo u t the na t ure o f t heir own 

d i sc i p l ine in t e r ms of i ts goals and o b jectives . Tha t thi s is 

7. 

so i s wi tnessed b y t he l a rge arr'.ou nt of disag r eement which s ur r ouncls 

t he debate as to whe ther ~ccounting is a s cience o r not . This 

d e ba t e o n ly arose be cause t heo r ists adopt e d diffe rent stances 

as t o t he na t ure of the i r d i scipl ine . Commenting a bout this 

lack of o bject i ves lle nde r son and Pe irson s t a t e t ha t " The abGen c.:: 

o f an o b j ea t iv e i s !,, l" o b a h Z y -t· he C! I" ca t r:: s t ~; i n J l e pr ob l cm of 

aceoun ting " (Hender son & Peirson , 19 7 5 , 3 ) . The essenc e of t h i s 

p r o blem l ies i n t he fac t that i f theorist s d o no t k now wha t i t 

i s the y a r e s eeki ng , then they have no fi r m ba si s fo r choo sing 

between competing options . As one wo ul d e xpect , wi t h no 

agreement a bout o bj ectives and hence no c riteria for r ej ecti ng 

o utdated p r act ice s in favour of ne w ones , an a l most cr i ppl i ng , 

o r at the ver y leas t embarrassing number o f inconsistenci es 

have arisen in accounting . A c onsequence o f this i nde c isio n 

is that academics s eld om a gree among themselve s and a c cordingl y 

face a de cidedly dif fi cult t ask i n trying t o e nlist t he 

support of accounting p ractitioners , especially when it comes t o 



8. 

rallying s upport f o r n o r mativ e p r opos i t i o ns. It was this s o rt 

of problem which led Ste rling to comme nt " fi e ac c oun t a nt s do 

not r esolv e iss ues , we abando n t h e m" (Ste rli ng, 1975, 28) 

a nd furth e r " ... we mo ve fP om on e unr e s o lv ed iss ue t o a no t he r , 

1,; h1:l e th e s t oe k o f' iuir' e;,;o l-v e d isB u es eontinue s t o inc1' ea s e " 

(Sterling, 1975, 3 4) . 

The second maj o r p r o b l e m, a l t houg h a ll i e d t o the first , i s 

s u f fic ien tly d i ffe r en t a n d i mpo r ta n t to wa rran t s epa r ate at t e nt i o n. 

It conce rns the f a i l ure o f t h eo ri sts t o i den tify and de a l wi t h 

p r oblems as s oci a ted wit h t h i s i n t e r f ace . I t h a s a micro and a 

macro compon en t. Dea l i ng wi th th e mi c ro c ompo n en t f i rst , the r e 

is a t e nden c y of th o se a r gu ing t h e p r os a nd con s of t he p hi l o s o p hy 

of scienc e / account i ng i n t erface t o arg ue supe r f i c i a lly , f a il i ng 

to addres s them se 1 v es to the ma j or p r ob l e ms, a nd o f t e n even wh e !: 

addressing t he maj o r pr6b l e ms , f a il ing t o r e cog n ise it. 

At the mac ro leve l i t can b e s een t ha t i f this work does not h ing 

else except identify t h is a nd t he o t he r two problems it will have 

been a success, for the key to any solutions lies in adequately 

defining and posing the problem(s). In support of this idea, 

Peter Drucker, more than twenty y e ars ago, identified, as the most 

conunon mistake in management decision making, the tendency to find 

the right answer rather than the right problem. This message appears 

to have application to accounting. In a recent re-emphasis of 

Drucker's message Pike, commenting in an accounting context stated 

that "The first st ep in a ny de ci s io n pro ce ss is th e percepti on of 

the problem or opp ortunit y. Un le s s we st art here all our strivings 

for accurate, rel evant, compl e t e a nd unbias e d information may be 

useless" (Pike, 1979, 20). 



The third major p r oblem face d by those contempl ating the 

application of external research methods in accounting (a lready 

touched on ) is apparent in the simplistic knowledge which mo st 

theor i st s appear to have of ideas from the phi l osophy of 

science. Many ' have failed to see (eithe r de libe r a tely or through 

i gnora nce) t hat the field of knowl edge associated with the 

philosophy of science is itse l f in a state of con fus ion . Force s 

are a t work which are c urrent1y undermining the very basis o f 

9 . 

time honoured beliefs on how knowledge is at t a ined . Consequently , 

although the a cceptance by academics of the dominant pa radigm 

i . e. the sc i e ntific method of l ogical positivism , is understanda'~le , 

this move was described by Gaffikin as r e grettable " . . . for th is 

dominance was fast r eceding and having accepted it , accountantD 

hav e not only to justify t h ei~ attainment to it , they have had 

t 0 j us t i f y a p h i l 0 ~;op hi ca l p 0 ·in t 0 r v i e l.t) l.J h i c: h i s i n en• ea s ·i 1Z a l !f 

unabl e to wilhst.. a. nd cri tical a.ttll .J KS . ' ' (Gaffikin , 197 8 , 3). 

With few exceptions, accounting academi cs appear to have rema ined 

large l y unaware of this s ta te of af f airs , a nd have c o ntinued 

th rough to the seventies with this association, some t wenty 

year s after thi s type of analysis began to be the s ubject of 

cri tical attack in the domain of the philosophy of scienc e 

(Suppe , 1973 , pp 4- 5) . To r e iterate an earlier point , fail u r e 

to take a c count o f t h is f a ctor ha s mean t that much of t he work 

complete d s i n c e the beg inning o f the 70's has been little 

short of a was te of time. 

With these three factors well in mind it should b e evident 

that one of the major purposes of this work is perspective -
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gathering in the form of problem identification. However, 

because the three problems mentioned could all equally well 

serve as research topics in themselves, of necessity some 

order of priority has to be adopt e d . 

The se cond (next) section justi f i e s c hoice of the third 

problem as the major focus of at tention of th i s res e arch . I t 

briefly trac e s, using a me t aphorical ana l ys is , a s eri es 

of alternative st rateg i es op en to account i ng and shows the 
.. 

third research prob l e m (the use of ext erna l r es e a r c h methods i n 

a ccountin g ) to b e a t t h e centre of t he appr oach o f fe ri ng the 

most pot e ntial an d t h e re fo r e most in need o f r e solu tio n. 

The third section e ndeavours t o p r o vide a prelimina r y unde r -

d . f h f b l . d . 7 stan ing o t e natures o . ot 1 s c ience an accounting. 

Although to some exte nt the author is loath to do this, for 

fear of falling into the trap of becoming preoccupied with 

a distinction between the two - a preoccupation, which it will 

be shown, has led to much unnecess ary debate in the past - fo r 

the sake of perspective, some consideration is deemed necessary. 

This consideration howe ver, is more in the nature of a review 

of this debate and aims to show, as simply as possible, that it 

is .an entirely arbitrary decision as to how one views the 

natures of science and accounting and so their comparability. 

7. Because of the extended trea tme nt accorded science in section 
four, this section will concentrate primarily on the natur e 
of accounting. 
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Consequently it wil l be shown that the implici t view of 

this thesis, that they are comparable, is logically indisputabl e . 

The only sense in wh ich the two will appear to b e at odds will 

be shown to be attributab l e to a c ul tural bias on the part of 

most peop l e in the West who have been wi lli ng to b e lieve that 

psychological and sociologi c al explanation have l ittl e relevance 

in understanding the scientific theory construction process. 

That this sort of analysis has a part to play in both science 

and accounting will poi nt us in the direction of particular 

theses in the philosophy of science which consider the 

traditional view of science (based around p ure ly logical 

reasoning) a necess ary but c e rtainly not a sufficient condit i on 

for understanding how scientific knowledge progresses . 

Section f o ur will constitute the main part of the lite ra t ure 

review. In th is section, a n endeavour will be made to present as 

clearly as possible a select ion of ideas from the philosophy of 

science . The intention is not to provide extensive d e tail bu t 

simply to enab l e one to gauge the g ene ral direction in which the 

philosophy of science has been moving since its b eginnings in th e 

late nineteenth century. Four theses will be disGussed with a 

view to establishing where accounting does or does not fit into 

the scheme of things. To facilitate some organisation of the 

various ideas, the: section is divided into two parts. The first 

part will describe and analyse theses holding the objectivist view 



of science, the vie w t hat science i s rat i ona l and progr ess i ve , 

and the second, t he subj ective view of sc i ence , the v i ew t hat 

scien ce is neither obj e ctive nor necessari ly progre ssive . 

Section five will the n de t ail the research met hod adopted and 

a directio na l hy pothesis . I t should perhaps be no t ed here , 

ho wever, th a t thi s study deviates from what mi g h t b e consider ed 

1 2. 

t h e n o rm i ns o f ar as it does not rely on an e mp ir i cally based method 

of r esea rch. It seeks i n fact to establish the possib i l i ty that 

ther e may be other research methods availabl0 which a r e perhaps 

bett e r suited to the task of research in that they allow for a 

deeper meaning a!·1d understanding thcrn th2t p rovi ded by c mpi rica. 1 1 y 

based methods . Impl i cit ly cspousin9 tf1Q p os sibility f or such 

research and the ineffective ness nf empir ical info~mation i n 

compari son, Rappaport , a noted a r~ thropolog i st corrunented " .! f 

appa T' ent ch.ffer>erwer;, -the n parc. i:?oxie(.: lly , maani.ncr is dimi nis hed 

as empi·rical. in.for-mation is inc:1'eased . " (Rappaport, 1 976 , 72) . 

Section six will then conside r the exte n t to whic h accounting 

has become aware of, and is using the ideas associated with these 

theses. The works of several individuals and groups will be 

discussed with a view to establishing which of the theses in 

section four has received most attention in accounting theory 

construction literature to date . The section will be divided 

into two. In the first part a number of thedrists and their 

works will be considered . . However, emphasis will be primarily 

devoted to the exposition of the works of two theorists, Chambers 



and Sterling. Chambers work was chosen because it was one of 

the very first in the field, appearing as it did in the mid 

fifties, and the work of the latter, because it is thought to be 

" .. . fai1,zy represen ta tiv e of the notions of theory construction 

(held by) account an-ts " (Gaffikin, 1979, 10). In the second part, 

reference will be made to works which follow a different path 

than the majority. Although several of these will be mentioned, 

three will be taken as indicative of current trends and 

discussed in some de tail. In the third section, some discussion 

of the fact th at academics are ignoring their own i mplications 

for further epistemological study in accounting wil l be 

demonstrated. In addition, some i mplications of curre nt a cade mi c 

developments to prac titi oner conceptua li s ing will be drawn. 

The seventh and final s ection, the conclusion, will bring 

together sections three, four and six . This will be done with 

a view to highlighting points of inte rest but more especially 

with the intention of inspiring and providing direction for future 

research. 

13. 



PROBLEM STATEMENT 

Na t ure of t h e P r oble m 

Wh en o n e considers building a structu re o f some sort, 

of neces sity one must attribute primary impor t a nce to 

the sorts of foundations wh ich o n e lays , for these will 

dictate the extent to which the struc ture c a n stand up 

to the stresses of the cxtc-- rnc:il environmen t . Al though 

it is true that one l a y s founda tions having given 

consideration to f actors in th e phys i cal envi r o nment fnr 

and above that which is cons i dered normal , of t en it is 

found that initial considerations wer e no t adequat e leading 

to catastrophic outcomes ; e . g. the colla pse o f th e 
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str ucture due to abnormal , u naccounted f o r weathe r conditions 

or t he k nowledge tha t no more spac e i s available beca u se th~ 

foundati o ns will not support a ny further highrise deve lopme nt. 

Such a situa tion is now app are nt in accounting. The ma keshift 

foundations are now beg inning to give way because of the 

unforeseen extent to which the accounting discipline has 

and is still growing. There is now imminent dange r that 

the shaky structure i n which accountants are working 

will fall down around the ir e ars . 
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The Alternatives 

Faced with this situation a cco unt a n t s have three options 

available. To continue with the metaphor, fir st, they ca n 

opt to build a complete ly new buildi ng , this time ma ki ng 

doubly sure of the foundations. Secondly , they can opt to 

remain in the old b u i lding and hav e a new interconnecting one 

built alongside the old or thirdly, they can opt to simp ly 

make efforts to strength e n the ex isting building. 

Because of th e inconve nience invo lve d in shifting betwe e n 

buildings, accoun t a nts, e s?ec i a lly practitioners , 

have b een re l ucta n t to shift from thei r traditional 

surroundi ngs. They have opted ins tead to have any i ntere sted 

arch itects (theori s ts ) cal l e d i n to at t empt to s hore up the 

structure . As a result there h as been a seri es of attemp ts 

to prop up the accounting discipline. 'I'hese attempts fall into 

the third approach to accounting theory referred to earlier.
8 

Under the guise of this approach, accounting bodies in the 

8. This approach revolved around the development of 
generally accepted accounting principles, postulates 
and standards. 



United States, Britain, Australia and New Zealand have 

set about determining a theoretical structure for the 

discipline based on the development of a uthor itative 

accounting standards . However, as Gaffik in put it, "A s an 

academic endeav our , account i ng on this ba sis would involve 

little more than rote learning of me c hanical sk ills and be 

devoid of any intellectual ri go ur" (Gaffikin, 197 8b, 9) and 

further "In s e tti ng guidel i nes for p 1' a t;itione rs th ey (the 

authoritative statements) a r e little mo r e than t he r esult o f 

political pl o ys to placate the ma j ori ty to t he publ i c " 
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(Gaffikin, 1978b , 8) . Indicative of the fact that authoritative 

statements can never resolve issues in the long-run and the 

fact that they can never form the basis of a s ecu r e foundation, 

one need only look to the continual r ev ision of such stateme nts 

which has take n place since this task be gan . Commenting on th e 

futility of this approach a rece nt American Accounting 

Association committee stated as one of its four major 

conclusions about accounting that " ... t heo r y closure cannot 

be dictated " (A.A.A. 1977, 49). Accordingly, attempts to s h o r e 

up the existing structure have proved valueless because the 

materials used for the foundations do not constitute a soli d 

enough base - they allow a dangerous rather than acceptable 

degree of movement. 

A Second Best Alternative 

In the face of these problems an increasing amount of 

support has been offered in favour of the second option 



i.e. building an interconnecting structure alongside the 

present one. However, although a considerable amount of 

work has been done, in the form of having architects draw 

up possible plans (inflation accounting methods), this option 

is faced with two problems. First, there is something 

inherently contradictory, at the very least unnecessary, 

about having two sets of foundations for a discipline. 

That these alternative foundations must in some way be 

contradictory is easi ly di s cernable by the fact that if th ey 

were not they would be subject to th e very s ame critici sms 

as above. In the event of them be ing the same howeve r, 

a second probl em bec omes apparent, and that is the 

17. 

unnecessary waste of r e sources invo lved in maintaining two 

structures. The obvious parall e l to th is in accounting li e s 

in the fact that currently the r e are suggesti ons that 

accountants should prepare, on b e half of their clients , t wo 

or even thre e se ts of accounts. However, the more than 

obvious criticism of this (in line with the second problem 

mentione d above ) is that clie nts are simply not willing to pay 

a multiple of their normal fee when according to prese nt 

law one method of accounting will suffice. 

The Most Promising Alternative 

With the ever increasing recognition that both the above 

options are little more than stop-gap measures, an increasing 

amount of attention is being devoted to the first option. This 

option contemplates the complete replacement of the old 
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structure and the construction of a new one , better able 

to provide for a steady and ordere d growth because of the 

more secure foundations upon which it is built. Making one 

last use of our metaphorical comparison it must be made clear 

that the only way of ensuring that the foundations of this n ew 

structure will cope with the demands placed upon it, is 

through research; not only of estimated stress requirements 

but of the foundation components themselves. In this sense 

there is little use in using more and more of a mix e.g. 

concrete, when we ar e worried about earthqua kes. Wha t we 

need is an entirely new fou ndations des i gn , an example of 

which is the use of rubber shock - a bso rbers i n the foundations 

of large structures subject to ea r t h movements. 

Accounting is in need of just such a foundation r ed e sign. 

Accordingly by imp l ication i t need s to step up i ts res e ar c h 

commitment and re-orientate its thinking so as to r egard 

itself not as an isolat ed , peculiar brand of knowledge but 

as part of the development of knowledge in general. As one a uthor 

commented 11 Th e idea of accounting does no t e xist in a v acuum , 

it rests within the fold of a cultural and p hilosophical fr ame -

work . " (Glautier, 1973, 442). Contingent upon this idea it 

must seek to have a thorough understanding of how knowledge, in 

particular, scientific knowledge progresses. Such is the 

research task of this thesis; to attempt to come to grips with 

the problems of knowledge (theory development) in accounting 

by investigating the development of scientific knowledge. 

That it i? necessary to understand the growth of scientific 
i 

knowledge l in order to facilitate the growth in 



accounting knowl edge is implied by Karl Popper, a reknowned 

philosopher of science who argues that knowledge can b e 

approached from two sides: first as the problem of 

common-sense knowledge or secondly as the problem of 

scientific knowl e dge (1959, 18), but that "t he most important 

way in which common sense knowledge grows is, pr e cisel y , by 

turning into s c i entific knowledge'' (Popper, 1959, 19). 

The Practicality of the Chosen Al t erna ti ve 

19. 

While few will deny the intuitive appeal of this exercise , 

many will question its p r acticality , for in terms of solving 

the spec ific problems of accounting it mak e s l ittle progress . 

In fact, if anything it does t h e con!p l ete opposite , in th u.t .i_-'::. 

exposes accountants to yet another Pandora ' s box . Expla ining 

the basis of this predicament Gaffikin conunente d "I n adopting 

a scie n tific approach for c on st r ucting th e ori~s th e y (.2cc c untan ts ) 

have r elied on what app e ared t o be the ma jority of op i ni on 

of philosophers of science in r es pect of theory c on struction . 

This subject however has been the most important problem of 

the philosophy of science" (Gaffikin, 1978b, 9) . Establishing 

the importance of this problem to philosophers, Suppe 

commented that "If any problem in the philosophy of science 

can justifiably be claimed the most central or important, it ~s 

that of the nature and structure of scientific theories" 

· _(Suppe, 1972, 3). Thus our intuitively appealing approach 

which at ~irst seemed quite straight forward encounters a 

major obstacle, one which to date few have recognised1let 



alone attempted to tackle. 

Tackling this obstacle wil l be the maj or research problem of 

this work. More specifically the task is to investigate 
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some of the lesser known thes es from the philosophy of sc ience 

as alternatives to logical positivism, the theory construction 

view which is now losing favour (see Suppe, 1973, 4-5) , d e spite 

the fact that accounting has just begun to adopt it (see 

Sterling, 1976). In terms of the series of thre e problems 

referred to in the introduction, it only represents one o f them, 

i.e. the third. However, in as much as we are considering the 

very basis of knowledge and res earch, answers to problems one 

and two will be aided by discussing the third. An additiona l, 

more practical reason for making this problem the focus of 

attention stems from the fact that of all three, this has b een 

given least attention. 

The intention in discussing ideas from the philosophy of 

science is not to give a comple te historical profile, but 

rather to isolate the mainstream ideas. This is necessary 

both because of the limited scope of this work and because 

the mainstream ideas are considered too important to risk 

burying them in a voluminous list of interesting but, for 

the purpose of this study, insignificant details. 



A PERSPECTIVE OF ACCOUNTING AND SCIENCE 

Difficultie s with t h e Accoun t i ng/Science Re l ationship 

If o ne were to ask a group of pe r sons having no substantive 

knowl edge of the disciplines of chemistry and accounting , to 

make some verba l observations concerning the nature and scope 

of each of these discipl ines , it s eems l ikely that the 

individuals in this group would be more wi lling to presume 

s omethi ng about accounting than they wo ul d chemistry . Seve ral 

explanations may be a dvanced to explain this occurence , but 

perhaps t he most significant is the fact that peopl e perceive 

accounting to be a fa r l ess special i sed , mo r e pub l i c , 

undertaking than t hey do chemistry. Whe reas chemistry deals 

with compl ex propert i e s wh ich have litt l e meanin g t o most 

peopl e , accounting p urpor t s to bring orde r into everyday 

economic affai r s , something which continues to remai n 

dear to the hearts of most people . Because of the 

importance with which economic affai r s are he l d i n a l l 

countries of the wor l d , there should be littl e r e ason fo r 

doubt or surprise that the accounting discipline and its 

practices and procedures are t h e subjec t o f a considerable 

amount of scrutiny, often l eading to criticism. Arguably 

the most recent and significant of these criticisms is the 

inability of the accounting discipl i ne to come to some 

agreement about an acceptable, formal ised approach to account 

for change i.e. a formal approach ~o identification, 

21. 



measurement and communication of economic change? 

Referring back to the association pre viously made between 

chemistry and accounting, if one were to ask the same detached 

group of people another question regarding which was the more 

advanced of the disciplines, most would probably pick 

chemistry; not because they have any rational criteria for 

making such a decision, but simply b e cause traditional 

sciences such as chemistry have rise n in staturelO becaus e of 

the formalised procedure (loose ly labelled the scientific 
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method) which they have adopted to place change in perspective. 

Although accounting , or rather the technical side of accounting, 

i.e. bookkeeping, has made e l ementa ry attempts since the 

thirteen th ce ntury to formalise practice a nd proce dure , the s e 

attempts while having some success f or bookkeeping,( b e cause 

of its procedural ori entatio~ , have b e 8 n totally inade quate 

and fraught with difficulties for the accounting discipline 

as a whole. These difficul ti e s are b e st unde r stood by 

conside ring some thing of the acce pte d(though not nece ssar i l y 

correct) nature of accountlng. For this purpose , this work uses as a 

base a work by Trick e rllwhich introduce s three the ses adeq uate 

9 . This would coincide with a relati v ely well accepted definiti on 
as the " ... pro cess of ide ntifying , measuring and commun icating 
economic information to permit info rmed judgements and deci sion s 
by users of the information" (American Accounting Association, 
1966, 1). 

10. This stature or prestige has, I believe, been responsible in 
a direct sense for the slow rate of progress in accounting and 
business thought and prac-tice in general. Tn enrolments at Massey 
University it ·ha.a been unquestionably the higher scoring entering 
students who have opted for science, and the rather lesser 
qualified, (comparatively speaking) who have been attracted to 
business. It has only been over the last two or three years, 
through recognition of career limitations in science, that things 
have changed. Perhaps- all goes well for our business/accounting 
achievements a generation from now. 

1J Refer 'Rr:- ··qarch in Accounting' R.I. Tricker (19?8) Arthur Young 
Lecta~• 1 Univ ·Rity of Glasgow Press. 
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for highlighting some important c h aracteristics of accounting . 

Contrasting Growth Patterns 

The first of these charact eristics i s ., " . . . tha·t accoun t-ing has 

developed i n r e spons e to changing ne ed s in th e field, unde r pr essure 

from external stimuli , and not on the basi s of e rudite theo r y 

o r the app lica tion of research findings '' (1978 , 6) . 

(emphasi s added) . 

Not surprising ly this thesis brings a ccounting into i mmediate 

c ontrast with tradi t ional scientjfic discipl ines whose researc h 

tradit i ons and theore tica l f o undat ions are t hought , by virtue 

of the f act the y they are l abe l l ed sc i enti f i c , to be 

we ll adva nced. Additionally , unli ka sc i e nce , accounting is 

seen to be experiencing change not according to any estab li shed 

procedure but s i mply according to t h e dicta t es of various 

influential groups. As a result, such chang e . is quite often 

found to be inconsisten t with the rights and needs of many 

minority users and indeed some times , financial report users 

as a whole. Chambers described the situation 

with the following words . !'The diffuse nature of interests of 

members of soci e ty a t larg e is ine ffective aga i nst the 

immediate c oercion o f circumstances ; and whe r eas accountants , 

internal and external to firms , may have assumed a professional 

r ole , the immediate pressure of ownership and management 

groups have tended to make t he accounting process subserv ient 

to those groups, and subservient in an inconsis tent manner 

as the temporary exigencies o f those groups have changed 
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f r·om time t;o ti me " (Chambers, 196 6 , 359). 

Accordi ngly, although the following p oin t should not be 

used to excuse the accountant from h is obliga t i ons, it 

should neverthe l e ss be kept in mind; that accoun ting 

problems are not of the accountant's making. This follows 

from the f act that the accountant is subservie nt to 

corporate goals a nd objectives , which themselv e s are 

subject to societal directives . Th is con t rast s qui t e sharply 

with the scientist whose problems are very much of his own 

making once he dec ides to investigate some quirk of nature. 

He is not subj e ct to anywh ere nea r the same amoun t of 

direction a s i s t h e accountant . As compared to th e sci e ntist 

who may b e sai d to follow his n ose while conforming to a v e ry 

loosely defined set o f gui de lines, the a ccountan t is 

t otally c onst r ained by user needs a nd t he ir conseq ue nt 

demands which are often exp l icit , unco mpromisi ng and 

inconsis t e nt at the same time . Th i s can be s ee n to contrast 

sharply with a pa rt icular sci e nti f ic i deal whi ch seeks to 

substitute indivi dua l direct ion b i ases for a d iscipl i ned and 

unbiased pattern of instructions, which although allowing 

a certain amount of freedom ensures the overall objectivity 

of the results ~ 2 

Stability of Growth Patterns 

· The second thesis stems in a large part from the first, 

but remains sufficiently diff~r~nt to Wqrrant separate 

1 2 • .ft, shOuZd perhaps be 1!1entioned though that what con's titutes discip lined 
and unbiased development appears ironically to be a matter itself, of 
t.n~iviqw:~1l ~valuation, a po~nt which does tend to. temper the above 
su~ent~f~c ~deal and accord~ngly reduce the perce~ved gap between 
m:Jcounting .:'4~ · .J science. 



attention. It follows from the necessity of the accountant 

to adapt to change. Commenting on t he accountant's 

general inability to cope with change, Tr icker states, 

"Propose d chang es in the basis of ac~ounti ng measu rem e nt ha v e 

been s o profligat e in the past two o r thre e years t ha t the 

jocular tag "f l av our of ·the month acc::ou nti-r1g " does not se em out 

of place " (Tricker, 1978, 7). 

As evidence of this, one ne ed only glance at the nurrilier of 

alternatives put forward to account for inflation. Followi ng 

from what was said earlie~ regarding the instigators of chang e , 

it is also significant to note that th e reaction to it, and 

change itself are often extensive and carried out at a 

considerable rate~ 3 Given no othe r complicating factor, these 

two are suffici ent to cause conside rable anxiety in any 

discipline. If however , we add the devastating admissi.o n that 
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accounting encounters change with no unified evaluative criteria , 

in the form of goa ls and obj e ctive J 4 for accepting new and 

rejecting old ideas , then one may b e gi n to ga uge the 

dilemma accounting faces. Indeed, this is the situation which 

led Sterling to comment, " We accountant s do not 1• e solve i ssues , 

we abandon them. I do not mean t o imply that we ignore ~ssu es . 

Quite the contrary, we debate them long and loud. However, the 

debate, instead of coming to resolution, continues until another 

issue comes along that is more current and controversial and 

then we forget the forme .r issue ... We move from unresolved 

i.ssue to unresolved issue". (Sterling, 1975, 28). 

13. See Tricker (1978, 7). 

14. See Most (1 977, Chapt. 6) for a summary of attempts to date . 
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Looking brie fly at the history of this prolife ration, refe rence 

is made to th e early years of the twenti (:_~th century wh e n following 

on from severe post-wa r inflation and specu l at ion in the 20's, c a me 

the stock market crash of 192 9. Fo ll owing this economic dis a s ter 

there was much soul searching on the part of businessmen a n d 

account an t s alike. Th e notion of a dynamic accounting wh ich could 

keep pace with economic affairs was cons equen tl y sacr i f i ced and 

replaced by the cost doc t r ine which was sub s equently and quite 

s ign i ficant l y ewbodied within th e law. 'T'his was an unfo r tunate 

o ccur r enc e in accounting, for not only did it s i gnal capitu l ation 

in th e face o f adversity , b ut a lso the beginn i ng of pro l iferati on . 

Clear examp l es of this comp l e t e capitulation and pro l iferati on 

are availab l e i n the large numbers of modi fications which have 

been made to th e cost doc t rine since its e nshrining . How e ver , 

desp i te i ts obvious inabil ity to cope with the growing 

comp l ex it ies of busines s , p e opl e ha ve not bee n will ing to l et 

it go. 

Substanti a tion of these two ideas i s once again prov i ded 

by Chambers who comme nted in r elation t o mod i ficati on that 

nT here ca n be little doubt that the p r e ssure brought t o bear 

to introduce L.I. F . O., met h o ds o f accel e rated depr ec ia ti on, 

and initial investment allowances, from t i me to tim e and 

place to place, have all stemmed from the basic defi cienci e s 

o f the cost doctrine 11 (Chambers, 1966, 354) and with regard 
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to the premature, regulatory all e viation of the historic 

cost doctrine "We do not p r- otest t;he vaZ.ue o f r egu l at i on t o 

secure uniformity of a practice ~n a fi e ld o f wi de pub li c 

pra ct i.ce . We do ques t ion the formu lat ion of rules befo r e 

a d eq ua t e anaZ.ysis of the matt e r s in r espe ct of whi c h t hey ar e 

made " (Chambers, 1966, 352). Thi s led Chambers to conclude 

that "The co s t doct r ine in fac t ~ d i sr ega rds one cf the most 

im po .r tant fea t ur et: o f an adapL·iv c s oc ·i ei'.:y , an d c cm ~le m ns an 

(Chambers, 196 6 , 35 3 ) . 

Addi ng t o t hi s problem was the se c ond per i od o f rarn~ ant 

inflati on in t h e 40 ' s . \·ihi l E: c oun t ries i n Eur ope a nd South 

Americ a ac ted t o sa nc tion alternat i ve s , th e r e s po nse b y England 

and th e Un i ted S t ate s was o n e o f re s train t. Caution was adopted 

in consi de ring altern a tiv es t o p r actices which had b ee n the 

b . c h t . l" . 15 su Ject oi so muc recen rat1ona is at1on~ In any case, 

following thethin k ing at tha t time , which unfortunately is 

still with us , it was conside red b e tte r or more prudent to stay 

with something they knew than support something they did not. 

Unfortunately, as a result of this, professional bodies have felt the 

need because of the increasing inadequacy of the method, to make 

16 extensive statements specifying rules and procedures. Combine 

this with a previous statement, that they have been doing so 

with no clear statement about the accounting function by which 

they might substitute old practices for new, and we have as a 

consequence " ... a vast proliferati on of alternative possibl e 

rules, having demonstrably contradictovy . effe~ts on . ~he deierminati on 

)5. ,Ch'aJ!l~ei;e (1966, ~f;'. 1~4) 'I • 
1,6. For ,ev'(,,denae.;• of th'(,,s Y't::. . .,..er to Accoun.hng 'Trends and '1.'eyhniques, published 

anoo-aU~ by the Ame:--·. T.nstitu~e of Certified Public Accountants (A.I. C.P.A.) 
! . 



o f i ncome a n d financial- pos·ition 11 (Ch amb e rs, .1966, 355). 

Chambers commented f urth e r tha t although 11 
••• atl have some 

common sense , practical justification ... they are not re garded 

as the occasion for jettisoning less accep t a ble ru les ~ 

consequen t ly the whole body o f rul e s lacks the d i sciplin ed and 

ord erly quality which cha r acterises systematic d e v elopment 11 

(1966, 355). 

Extent of Cultura l Influence 

Th e third a nd fina l thes i s which Tri cke r e xpo unds wh ich g i ves 

furth e r i nsigh t i nto the diffic u lt i es whic h accounting faces in 

a tte mpting to adop t fo r malised procedure is " 

is de penden t on the i de ology and mo r e s of s ociety . 

It -i s a c hi /, c? o f i t e:: <~ i 1 Z t 1 n · c . 

ob.jectiv e faets hcu; t;o be set int;o th e eont .. ~ x t of i:he b e li.e f r:.· a / 

that pa r•ticular cultur e " (1 978 , 8) . 

Although, broadly speaking , this i s so in every di sc ipline , 

including science, it is contended that the extent of this 

influence is much more apparent in accounting. This follows 

from an earlier argument which indicated the importance 

of .the subject matter of accounting to the public at large. 

StemmiHg from thi::>, there is consequently a grea t er tendency in 

accounting to disassocate oneself from earlier ideas and put 

forward one's own. Nowhere has this been more obvious than 

wh~re accounting academics have been concerned. Their 

works have seldom taken any aspect established fran previous debate as 

given. This was particularly so during the period 1955-1970, 

28. 
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which is regarded as the normative the ory period~ 7 There are 

three reasons for this. First, be caus e of differences in the 

size, structure, t echnology , e nvironme n t a nd manag ement of the 

organisation fo r which we are acco un t ing. Secondly , beca.us e o f 

the tendency to ide ntify and solve q u i t e di f f e rent problems , to 

the extent that what is a probl e m for a creditor nee d not b e one 

for an owner, and thirdly , perhaps more f undamental ly, be cau s e of 

the vast d iffe r ences in t h e ' va lues , i deo logy a nd c ulture' of 

the problem presen t e rs and the problem so lve rs. Tricker provide s 

a good examp l e of this th ird thes is, indicating p recisely how 

the orienta tion towa rd s f ormalised procedur e is proving 

difficult for accoun ting when he stated ''!n 8 Pita in the bPond 

thru a t ·z:n a:cco 1.1. nl;1, n g Jt..::;:-; bc:e n Lo i..mpP o ve t:hc meth0dology a Y!j. 

practice - pro vi ding c lear answ8rs to the q ues ti on -'What 

are the costs and the pro fi t s o f thia or that ente r pris e ?' 

It has not been neuessar y until now to rose t he more dif fi cu l t 

question, ' f·/ h a t i s e o s t , , ,~,,, .,,_ ~· .:- P"' C'f·,. ·t? ' l1. l· L.l v v 0 .1 1· ,, (.• ,, • The ans we rs to s uc h 

questions are c ul tural l y dep en dent l/ (Tricker, 1978, 8). As 

direct evidence o f the growing importance or impedimenta l 

power of cultural inf luences in the cre ation of formalised 

procedure, one need look no further than the current attempts 

by accounting bodies, world-wide to set up an international 

accounting body to foster international comparability in financial 

reporting.18 

77. Henderson and Peirson (1977, Chpt 3) divide accounting theory development into 
five distinct periods; pre 1494, the development period:1494-1800, the pre­
.theory period: 1800-1955, the general explanatory theory period: 1955-1970, the 
general noT'l71ative theory period: 1970- present, the specific empiricaltheory 
period. 

78. For details of the VaI'ious International bodies, their sub-committees, their 
organisation, objectives, power of enforcement extent of influence and problems 
see Mueller G.G. 'International Accounting Standards and Problems The Accountant, 
Vol. 1??, Oct 1977, 446-449. 
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A Tempering of Negative Arguments 

Although the picture just painte d po r trays a v e ry bleak future 

for accounting in so far as adopt ing any d e gree of formalisation 

is concerned, in fact the situation is over dramatised and over 

simplified. The reason for this treatme nt was to present, without 

qualification, the arguments put forward to counter the notion 

that accounting co uld adopt a formalised methodology along the 

lines of that adopted by a scientific discipline . Those 

favourin g the opposing vie wpoint will doubtle ss have a lre a dy 

thought of answe rs to counte r the i mp lications following f rom 

the three theses . 

In counte ring t h e fi rs t t hesi s t h e o bv i o us so lu tion is to 

shift the focus o f at t e ntio n a vJa y f rom the var i ous p r e ssu r e 

groups and c onc e n tra te o n th e e nt ity . On e of t he f e w t o 

do this has b een Chambe rs. Co mme n ting i n t h e e p ilog u e o f 

his 1966 book, Chambers states " t he e ffe c t s of' l: hc argum e n i;, s o f 

this book. is to .sh 7: ft the f o cu s of a t t e n t ·1: on fro rn the p aI' t, 1: e s 

of interest (creditorsy invest ors , ma nagers) to the entity 

under consideration ... The shift does not ignore the 

paritic·ipan ts; (instead) it ri e c ognis e s th e m all" (Chambers, 

1966, 375). 

Taking this a little further, if one were to take a depersonalised 

or operational view of accounting, whereby 'accounting' 

signifies certain activities carried out by people, then as 



Go l dbe r g , ano ther promi nent a ccoun ting the orist , s t a t e d 

ti Th ese activities can be observad , classified and 

ot herwi se e x amined . That ~s thay can be subjected to 

sc i ent1:fic t r eat:.1ent " (Go l dberg , 1 9 77 , 31) . Th at this i s 

possib l e in acco un ting is e vide nt fro m a we l l r ecei ved 

t e chnica lly base d de f ini t ion of a c c ounting as the 11 
• • • p r ocess 

o f i de n tifi ca tion , measurement a nd communicat i on of eco nomic 

in j'o rmat·i on . .. 11 (A. A. A., 1966 , 1 ) . One s h o u l d be c autioned 

tho u gh, tha t t h is does no t make t he activities the msel ves 

sc i e ntific , no r doe s i t me an that accounting i s a sc i enc e 

"But ·it doe s mean ·that the LJri t; i n g and /; h ·i nb:rtg about 

a c c oun ting c an b e sc i enti f ie , if it is aimed at arri ving at 

new knou;l edge a.bou:; th.:m 11 (Goldberg , 197 7 , 31 ) . 

Count e r i ng t he secon d t hes is necessari l y br ing s us i n con t a ct 

with another eminent accountant, Professor Robert Sterling . 

Fo llowi n g from hi s earl i er comme n t , wh ich r evea l ed how in 

t h e p as t , accountants have fai l ed to r esolve a ny i s s u e 

sa t is f a ctori ly , Ste r l ing sta ted t h at the reason for t hi s was 

t h e way in wh ich we de fine d our p r ob l e ms . He commented 
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11Most acco un t ing i ss ues a r e not ' r esea r c hable ' in the scientific 

sen se of s ubje cting them t o tests o f empi r ica l and theore tic al 

impor t . I nstead accoun t ing issues ar e d e fi ne d as matters o f 

t as te as in art and the ' r esearch ' consists of argume nts 

wheth er one per s on ' s tastes ar e bet t e r than anothe r ' s " (Ste rling, 

1975 , 34) . It would b e Ste r lin g ' s conte n tion that counte ring 

Tr i cker ' s s e cond t h e s i s demands r e d e finition of man y of 



accounting's problems and objectives and that such a move , 

although not guaranteed of succe ss, had the potential to 

make accounting's problems simply difficult rather than 

unsolvable. 

While in the comment above, Sterling seems to assume the 

applicability of scientific investigation to accounting , there 

has been considerable speculation among accountants (Tilley , 

1972) about whether in fact a scientific approach is valid . 

Although we saw above how this was possible , one mus t be 

careful about the de personalisat i o ri or mech anisation of a 

discipline wh i ch ha s such a vital interaction with people . 

Busines s phe nomena can not be vi e wed from a to t ally 
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me c hanistic outlook . Agree ing with t h is b asic sent i ment Tricker 

comrnen ted '1 '.l'h e e ver c:hang ·in'.l j'lu:;.; e o nceal .., an orga ni c , n uL-

me chanis tic syDtem" ('rr icke r, 1978 , 15) . Another problem 

which one must be wary o f , is the t endency to be come 

engrossed in the methodology itse lf to the detriment of the r e sul t s 

achieve d from applying th e methodology . This is q uite common 

in a discipline f oundering in new ideas, give n the fact that 

academics must play the ' publish or perish' game. 

Contingent upon some of the arguments raised above, attempting 

to counter the third thesis is a rather more difficult 

task. This is so because unlike the first two, where one 

assimilated scie nce and accounting by changing ones view or 

approach to accounting, countering the third thesis involves 

changingones conception of science. It involves showing that 

soc io-psychological,historical and geographical factors 
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play just as important a role i n science as they do in 

accounting althoug h th is is by no mea n s a n accept e d posit i on. 

Arguing that sc ience is indee d inf l ue nced b y the s e facto rs 

are Williams (197 5 ), Ku h n (1 962 ) a n d Feye rabe nd (1975) t o 

name but three of t he mo r e we ll-known advocates . 

Summary 

In bringing this section to an e nd, it should by now be 

appare nt f rorn arguments put forward a bove that there are 

no absolutel y wa t e rtight arg ume nts for or agains t the not i on 

that accounting i s a s ci e nce . Ar g uments t ypically e nd up 

be ing d ec ided as ma tters of perso n a l prefe r e nce bas e d 

inevitably around diff e rences of opinion, and simplis tic vi e ws 

of particul ar concep t s associate d with scienc e . Comme nt ing 

with r egard to t he lat t c r Lau dan, a n o ted p hilos opher o f 

s c i enc e , stated ";,;ha t h a P. s too d i n t he "-'a y o f a r ec o g n ,: t; ,:_: n n o f 

th e co gnitive varitu o f sci e nc e s and n0 n - science s has bee 11 a 
L ~' 

simplistic ide ntifica t i o n o f (sci entific) ra t i on a li ty , with 

experime nta l cont r ol and quantitative p r e cis i on . Be cau s e 

'humanistic ' theori e s us ually lack both it has been easy f o r 

s ome t hi n ke r s to dismiss their rati onal credentia l s . Bu t th e 

essence of rat i on a l it y o f sc i en ce does no t depend on suc h 

characteristics" (Laudan, 1977, 191). 

In spite of this line of argument however, few would be willing 

to admit that there is not something about science which makes 

it stand apart from accounting. The question that must 

be asked is whether this difference is of critical importance. 



Laudan would appear to answer in the negative. He comments 

"If there i.s any tru th at a ll i. n th e (pos it i vist) claim 

about the differen ce s be tw ee n s cie nces and no n-scien ce s , an d 

I suspect the re is s ome tru t h to i t , it will be foun d not in the 

e x clusiv e e xhibiti ons o f pr o gr e s s by sc ie nce , but r a ther the 

higher rate of prog r e s s e x hi bi t e d b y t hem '' (Laudan, 1977, 1 92) 

Expressing a similar point of view in the specific context 

of accounting Boulding has stated "It is unn ecessar y to lab el 

fields of stu dy a s mo 11 e o r l e ss " s:::i entific " a nd absur d t o 

judge th em b y t his la bel . Fi e l d s o f S tu dy a r e mor e o r l e ss 

mathem a t ical , more or l e ss empi r ical , mo r e o r les s su bj ectiv e , 

and ... each field mu s l fi nd the charact e r s uit e d to its own . 

The important qu e st -io n ·is no t vh et her a nu field &s " sci enti f i c: ", 

but whether its activi ti es con tr i but e u s efu lly to th e im pro v eme nt 

of kn owl ed ge and wh e the r t hese ac t iviti e a mig ht th ems e lve s be 

impr'oved in an y way:.:; 11 (Boulding - from Creen , 1966, 57). 

If we apply these sorts of arguments to account ing th e n it 

seems that we are validly able to contemplate the 'use of 
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any thinking technique (including scientific thinking techniq ues) 

in accounting, since accounting, no less than any other discipline, 

is interested in progress. Whether, in fact, the use of scientific 

techniques will issue in debate without having any practical 

effect on accounting should be of little concern. In the 

progression of knowledge all avenues must be explored to 

ascertain their usefulness. To presuppose that certain 

techniques are valueless without at least contemplating them, 

or without fully .investigating them, as appears to be 

the case with the application of scientific research methods in 



accounting (see, for example, Peasnell, 1978) is a far worse 

mistake than to investigate their potential and find them to be 

useless. 

The implications of all this for accounting is that while the 

application of scientific research methods offers many potential 

benefits and pitfalls for accounting, accountants interested in 

this application are certainly in no position at this point to 

recognise and benefit from this knowledge because their 

knowledge of science is far too elementa ry. 

In the next sect i on an attempt will be made to rectify thi s 

state of affairs and so enabl e some meaningful evaluation of 

the uses of scientific research methods in accounting (a subj e ct 

of concern f or a subsequent section) . In the course of this 

rectification the arguments for and against four of the best 

known theses from the philosophy of science will be put forward . 

Although the treatment will necessitate some deg~ee of 

complexity in terms of conside£ing hithe r to. unheard of ideas 

and be compounded even further by the length of the section, 

it is hoped that the reader will bear with it, for the sake of 

the subsequent section in which the uses (past, present and 

future) of such ideas in accounting will be established. 

35. 



TWO VIEWS OF SCIENCE 

Objectivist Vi ews o f Sc ience 

36. 

Establishing the Link Between Philosophy and the Scienti f ic Me thod 

Before proceeding with an anal y sis of the mainstream ide as 

from the philosophy of s ci e nc e , it is a s well that we conside r 

the link between p hi losophy and what ha s been commonly r e f er r e d 

to as the "Scientific Method". To begin with, it is importan t 

to realise that the term "method" is a misnomer. This is so 

because it mistake nly implies a s e t o f formal, procedurally 

orientated, research steps. As Buckley e t al state "Such -i s 

not the case " (Bu c kl ey , et a l, 1976, 29 ). Continu i ng in 

e xplanati o n and a ls o establi sh i ng t he l ink betwe e n t he so- called 

scientific method and philosophy, Buckley et al remark 

"R ather the sci e nt·ific: method re f e rs to an attitude and ph i _lo s oD h·!:L 

whi ch gu i de t he resea rch e r in hi s efforts to abstrac t essent ia l 

el emen t s from the ov e rwhelmin g p he nom e na and sensations 

in t he envi r onment J and e n coura g es him to see and examine t he 

rela t ionsh ip s among these e l ements " (Buckley, et al, 1976, 29). 

(Emphasis added) . 

Following Buckley 's et al stateme nt, one can see that the 

scientific metf1'>d may differ considerably depending on which 

philosophical base one adopts. This is something which few 

contemplating the accounting/science interface have realised. 

Most have generally accepted the traditional philosophical 

base (to be described shortly) in apparent ignorance of any alternative 

and . have thus been understandably but regrettably narrow in 

their outlook. In condemnation of this ignorance it must DCM be profferred 



that there are several other philosophical bases (the three 

most important of which will also be discussed in th is section) 

which not only offer better explanations of scientific 

progress but also t h row new light on the accounting/science 

i nterface. Using i deas from these alternative philosophica l 
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bases, some are now able to establish important similarities 

between science and accounting, similarities which have i ntuitive 

appeal even to those who previously r e jected any such comparison. 

As previously i ndicated , four philosophical explanations will 

be discussed. These are the philosophies of the Vienna Circle 

(commonly known as the Received View, and referred to earlier 

as the traditional analysis) , Karl Popper , Thomas Kuhn and 

Paul Feyerabend. It will be shown tha~ although concentration 

on the earlier tw~ part icu larly the first , has been unders t~1rtable 

to date given cultural biases and the r e lative l y short time 

which the latter two have been in existence , the l atte r two 

cannot now be disregarded - any attempt to do so condemns a 

philosophy of science not encompassing them to b~ing a sterile 

half-history. 

To date, this appears to have been the unfortunate state-of­

affairs . Such has been the concentration on the first of 

the above philosophies that in modified form it has become 

known as the 'Received View', a term perhaps more meaningfully 

interpreted as 'the accepted view of how scientific theories 

are constructed'. Evidencing the dominance of this view of 

scientific development Suppe commented "It is little 

exaggeration to say that virtually every significant result 

obtained in the philosophy of science bet~een the 1920 's and 1950 
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either empZoyed or tacitZy assumed The Received Vie~ " (Suppe , 

1974, 3). The following paragraphs describe and analyse t h i s 

view. 

The Received View 

Although in an earlie r paragraph development of the Received 

View was attributed to a phi losophical group in Vienna, this 

attribution was undertaken more fo r the sake of identifying the 

i deas with a particular persona l ity or group as is evident i n 

the othe r three philosophies, rather than having any s pec i al 

significance. In fact of a l l four it is the leas t abl e to be 

associated with any one person or group . Modi fied v e r sions of 

this philos ophy have been appearing regularly for the better part 

of one hundred years and are continually b e ing forwarded by 

d iffe r ent individuals and g roups to cater for n e w inconsis tencies . 

The Received View arises out of, or rather, is a p roduct of, 

logical positivism and though distinc t in its own right, cannot 

be divorced from the tenets of that movement. In fact, 

according t o Suppe the ReceiveJ View is simply logical positivism 

accepted over a restricted range of empirical knowledge, that is, 

scientific knowledge. Consequently an understanding of the 

Received View necessitates some knowledge and understanding of 

logical positivism. 

Logical positivism is the name given to a philosophical movement 

which originated in Germany in the latte r part of the nineteenth 

century. It originated in response to the inadequacies o f 



three main schools of scientif~c philosophy. These were 

mechanistic mate rialism ("s cience pr esent s a picture of th e 

world f irmly bas ed on empirical enqui r y ", (Suppe, 1974, 8) in 

which observation is immediate and there is no call for a 

priori or conceptual mediation), neo-Kantian ism (sc ience 

is the search for the general structure of sensations -

s ci entific laws - by which we comprehend phenomena of an ideal 

world '' Evrry sc ientific theor y contains a priori element 

os f u r- a a its f undamen tal principles are concerned," (Suppe, 

1974, 9 ) a nd Machian nee-pos itivism ("s cience is n o more than 

a conceptual r eflection upon facts whose elements ar e cont ents 

of a consciousness gi ven t o us by sen s a tio11", Suppe , 1974, 9. 

There is no part for an a priori e l e ment). 

At the turn of the c e ntury all three held dominant p os itions 

a s philosophical expl a nations . This however, was not t o last 

l o ng . With the , publication o f Einstein's special theory 

of relativity in 1905 , a philosophica l cris i s began t o take 

p lace. None of the three German schoo l s could r econcile the 

new physics with their philos ophies. In fact, only one made 

39. 

the a ttempt - Machian nee-positivism - and only then accomp lished 

its task by conside rable modification of its original thesis (Suppe, 1974 ). 

Such was the growing acceptance of the n ew physics that such 

modification became ine vitable. Although there were attempts 

to modify another of the three theses - neo-Kantianism - the 

modification of Machian nee-positivism, which essentially 

comprised a tempe ring of its philosophical position, became 

the most acceptable. This approach was adopted for serious 



consideration by two well - known schools of philosophers -

the Berl i n school and the Vienna school. "Both gro ups agre e d 

that Mach was correct in insisting on verifiability as a 

criterion of meaningfuln e ss~ but conclud ed he was mistaken 

for no ·t allowing a p lac e f or mathematic::J " (Suppe , 1974 , 11) 

One further development which sprung from the Vienna Circle 

led to what is generally considered to be the original 

ver sion of the Received View proper (hence the association 

between the Vienna Circle and the Received View) . This 

concerned the introduction of mathematical logic. The 

success with which ma thematics was beg i nn ing to be axiomati sed 

in logic led those o f the Vi e nna Circle t o c o nclude that 

math ematical stateme nts o f scient i fic laws and definitions 

of theoretical terms could also be so ax i oma tised . Thus i n 

its original version the Rec e ived Vi e w h e ld that "Ii sci e n t i '' i (· 

the or y is to b e a x i omatised i n mathematical logic (first 

order predicate cal cu lus with equal ity) . The t erms o f the 

logical axiomatisation ar e to be di vided into thr ee s orts :-

1. Logical and mathematical terms; 

2. theoretical terms, and ; 

3. observational terms which are g iven a phenomenal or 

observational interpretation . 
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the axiomatisations must include various explicit definitio ns 

for the theoretical terms of the form Tx = Ox where ' T ' is a 

theoretical term and ' O' is an observation. Such exp licit 



definitions are called correspondence rules . 

12) • 

11 (Suppe , 1974 , 
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Expressed another way , physical phenomena are given conceptua l 

significance by way of a set of rules e . g . rules of measurement , 

and are manipulated in accordance with the rule s of mathemat ical 

logic so as to develop scientific laws (laws relating theoreti ­

cal terms) which constitute general s tatements about phenome na 

wh ich bring a certain amount of order to our world and thus aid 

present and future understanding of it. 

Since this or i ginal version there has been a host of al t e r natives 

and although Suppe (1 97 4 , 50 - 53) talks of a f inal ver sion , 

it i s do ubtful whether in fact the one he g ives i s the f ina l one 

or simply a convenient stopping-off point . Re ason s fo r suspecting 

that t hi s was not the final version will be d iscussed s ho r tly 

when considering some of the maj or r esponses to aspe cts of the 

scientific enterpri se (e . g . exp lanat ion, truth) which have been 

erected upon the Rece i ved View . Among these various r esponses 

will be shown to b e one which simp l y a ims to f ind new evidence 

in t he nature of a modific ation to rescue the Rec e i ved View 

from criticism. 

A Re-emphasis of Purpose 

Before proceeding with this task ho wever a re-emphasis of the 

purpose of this discussion is considered necessary. Accounting 

theorists have lately begun to become more aware of the 
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positivist philosophy and accordingly orientate accounting 

development with it in mind. Some would argue that this 

awareness has been latent within these theorists for sorre time owing to 

a general cultural b i as - that developments have been proceeding 

along these lines for some time and tha t t he on l y c hange is that 

theorists are now beginning to be consc ious of it. Regardl ess, 

however, the point to be made i s that if accountants have 

adopted a philosophical base which is untenable , then in 

t erms of achieving objecti ves , solving problems and generally 

making p rogres s towards better understanding the deve lopmen t 

of accounting knowledge such tasks arc in vain . With this in 

mind , and with something of the development of the positivi s t 

creed i n mind , reference is now made to some of the maj o r 

aspects of this view. 

Major Aspects of t he ' Received View ' 

Already evident from their association with logical positivism, 

is the fact that the Received View theorists e ntertained a 

radically e mpiricist view of science. Following from this view 

wa~ their belief that nothing was meaningful, and hence, 

scientific, unless it could be described in observational terms. 

A second point to note is that their view of science was 

extremely simplistic in that they saw no problems with their 

idea that observational evidence could be theory-neutral, that is 

it could remain free of observer bias. 



Another important f e ature of their epis temology was, wha t 

Lakatos referre d t o as, the i r justifi cation i st t hes i s - a t hesis 

which espoused that k nowledge meant pr oven knowledge . Evi d e nce 

of the positiv i s t bel i ef in the justi f i cat ion ist approach is 

s een in t heir atte mpt s t o build some found a t ions for s cient ifi c 

knowl edge . The y sought at o nce t o b ani s h me t aphysics from 

scie nce a nd d eve l op pos iti ve a r gumen t s in suppor t of the vi ew 

tha t s cie nce provi ded the only path to certain know l e dge . 

This latter p o int g ave ri se to what h as pos sibly become t he 

most d e bat ed i ssu~ not on ly i n the ph ilo sophy o f sci e nce b ut 

in every di s cip line seek i ng t he bene fi ts of scienti f i c 

developmen~ name l y , how t o distingu ish b e t ween science s 

and non - s cie nces . I t was this deb a t e wh i c h led to the 

pr obl em- bound Princ i p l e of Veri fiability (sometimes referred 

to as a ' de marcatio n crite rion ' ) . Al though l ike most 

phi los oph ical noti ons th e r e we r e many ve rs i ons o f t h i s 

p rincip l e " common to them all was the cla im t hat a g enuin e 

sta t ement must be capable of conclusive verification " (Schl ick , 

cited i n Wi l l iams , 1975 , 21) . 

It is t h is c oncen t r a t:i on o n ver ificat i on which in turn p o ints 

to another we ll recognised fea ture o f the po sitivist dogma , 

namely , the reasoning proces s o f induc tion . Statements were 

considered to be verif iable or provable in two ways. Firs t, 

they could be deduced from the laws of logic, or s e condly, they 

could be empirically demonstrated. Explaining the process by 

which one went about proving some statement, Williams remarked 

that "A proof, b y defin i t ion, co nsis t ed of a f i n ite numb er of 
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propositions which conta ined both premises and a conclusion . 

The conclusion wa s de ri ved by using a fin i te numb er of stri c t 

logical transformatio ns on one or more of the pr emise s, the 

resu l t of each such transformation constituti ng a lin e of 

proof" (Wil liams , 1 975 , 21 ) . Depending on whe the r one wa s 

concerned wi th proving ana l ytical or empirica l sta temen t s , the 

premises of these statement s compr i sed laws of logic or 

primary stat ements of experi ence r espective ly. With r egard 

to the latte r it was accepted that the ' tru th-va lue ' of these 

primary statements could be determined by s i mp l e observation . 

Seeds of Decay 

Althoug h these notions were r eadi l y accepted to beg in with , 

they subsequent l y l e d to many embarrassing inconsistencies and 

over sights i n the positivist argument. The most s i gnificant 

of these concerned the posit ivi sts ' criterion of demarcation 

which e ff ective ly excluded science itse l f f r om havi ng a n y 

mean i ngfulness. Establ ishing the basis for th i s critici sm 

Popper remarke d that " .. . posit·ivists in t heir an x ie t y to 

annihilate metaphy sics , annihilate natui•o. l s c i ence a.Zeng ic11_·.th 

it . For scientific laws , too , cannot be l ogicall y r educed to 

elementary stat emen ts of experience " (Popper , 1 959 , 36) . 

Criticism also s urrounded the positivis t s' use of induct ion 

because according t o philosophers such as Hume and Popper it 

was not rationally justifiable . Although positivists made 

at ·least three attempts to justify induction , i ncluding an appeal to 
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logic, an appeal to e xpe rience and, a retreat t o probability , 

al l three failed miserably . 

Taking each atte mpt in orde r, for the first to succeed , that is , 

for the princ i p l e o f induc tion to be logically justified , it 

must follow the patte rn 11
• • • i f t he pr emi se of an argume n t 

is tru e , then the c onclus i on must be true n (Cha lmers , 1976 , 12). 

This however need not be the c a se wi th i nductive argumen t s. 

It is conceivable f or t he premise o f an ind uctive a r g ument to 

be true and the conc l us ion f a l s e. For examples of thi s , 

r e f e r t o Chalme rs ( 1976 , 1 3) . 

Th e second a ttempt t o justi f y i nd uction , n amely, t he appe al 
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to e xpe ri e nce al s o fa il s b ut fo r a much mo r e s imp le r eason . I t 

f a ils be c a us e on e cannot j ust i fy i nduc tion (appeal to e xpe rie n ce ) 

by anothe r a ppe al t o e xperience . To s a y that one s aw the process 

of ind uc t ion working on occa sion one and occasion two does not 

imp l y that it will always work . Once again confirmation of 

this is provided by Chalme rs a t (1976, 14 ). 

The third a ttempt to jus tify induction involve~ a retreat to 

probability. Ins t ead of s aying tha t a s tatement is absolutely 

true, one substitutes the phrase pro bably true. However, 

despite this innovation, t hi s argument continues to encounte r 

problems because the arg ument i s still inductive l y based, 

that is, there is still a universal stateme nt implied by a 

finite number of observations. Though it may sound intuitive ly 

plausible that if t h e sun ros e e ach day for the last two 

thousand years an d it rose again today, that it wi ll probably 
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r ise again t omorr ow , thi s need not be the case . Making the 

point crystal clear Chalmers commented " ... any observational 

evidence will con sis t of a finite number o f ob servat ion 

statements , wher eas a universal stat ement makes a claim about 

an infinite numbe~ of possible si t uations . The pr obabi Z. it y 

of the universal gene r alisation b eing true is t hus a finit e 

number divided by an infinite numb er , which remains zero 

however much the finite number of observati on statements 

con sti t uting the evidenc e is increase d " (Cha l mers , 1976, 17 ) . 

Confronted continually by t hese sorts of stop-gap measures , 

which were inevi tably invalidated , many ~hilo~ophers began 

t o accept that the traditional analys is failed to s hed 

suffi c i ent light on the rationali ty of knowledge ; that the 

major t e nets of logical positivism which were that 

II (i ) the empii·ieal (obs e r>v ot i onal ) ba s e o f sc i.e n t ific 

theories is its e lf th eo ry - 11 eutrn. l and the r> e fore 

unpr' obl ematic , 

that 

(ii) thecri e o are erected on this base .... ,,: ~ 1 ... 
w (.. 1.-1' 

the help of inductive logic and, 

that 

(iii) any statement that cannot be verified is meaningless 

and, therefore , where a th eory yields an unprovab le 

prediction it must be ruled t hat the theory is 

non-scie ntific" (Williams, 1975, 24). 

were too simplistic to offer a full and complete understanding 
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19 of scientific knowl e dge . Faced by t his situation, philosophe rs 

have opted for on e o f three alt e rn a tive strategies. Some h a ve 

continued to place the ir f aith in t he t raditional analy sis 20 

whilst a t the same t i me hop i ng t hat some a s yet undiscove r ed 

variation (minor in s i g ni f i canc e ) will eventua lly coun t e n ance 

their belief in it a s a worthy mode l of rationality. Others 

have opted to abando n the search for a model of rationality as 

a lost cause, there by supporting Hume 's thesis that science 

is quite irrational. A third group ha ve preferred to contin ue to 

support the notion that science is a r a tion a lly explicable 

process but, unlike the supporters of the first option, have 

sought to begin a f resh, avo iding a nd/or seeking a lternative 

e xpl a natio ns f o r many of the key concep t s o f the traditiona l 

analy sis. 

As one mi gh t expect , g i ven the fac t that ~ld me thods di e h a r d ' 

and tend, when d e a d, t o i nvok e a moveme n t from on e ex treme t o 

another, the fir s t a n d second option s h ave r e ceive d a 

considerable amount of atte nti on. Ca t egorising the th r ee 

contrasting philosophers and their philosophies, two of the m, 

Kuhn and Feyerabend, are easily placed within the bounds of 

the second option. Popper, however, is not so easily categorised. 

19~ Criticism to da te of the traditional analysis has been 
purposefully preliminary. More detailed criticisms will 
be made when comparing the traditional analysis with the 
philosophies of Popper, Kuhn and Feyerabend. 

20. Although this would include the philosophy of the Receive d 
View, this phrase has a more gen eral meaning and refer s to 
the notion that science is a r a tional and progressive 
discipline. · 



4 8. 

Many phi l osophers, including Lakatos and La u dan (1 977, 4), 

place him wi t hin the confines of option one because of his 

b e lie f in the rational and progressive character of science. 

However, some doubt may be expressed about his placement a l ong -

s i d e the positivis t s for whom he h as shown vehement criticism, 

the like of which will be demonstrated in the following pages , 

e nabling the reade r to make a j udgement f or h i m/her se lf. 

Poppe r's View 

Popper's v iews - wh i c h were the fi rst to signifi can t l y chal l enge 

the Received Vi ew (Wi l liams , 1975) - represen t a definite 

improvement on those of the positi vists. If i t were not for 

the fa c t that both Popper and the positivis t s be l ieve in the 

objectivity of k nowledge the contrast between their ideas would 

be comp l ete. Un fo rtunate ly , the point on which they agree 

however, se r ves as a major source of division betwee n philosoph e rs , 

a s is evidenced by the division of this section into objectivi s t 

and s ubjectivist views of science . Because Popper fal l s in t o 

t he f ormer (with t he positivists) hi s work is often thought of 

as a mere modi f i cation of posi Livist doctrine . lS 

not the c ase. To es t ab l ish thi s poin t, o ne n eed only l oo k a t the 

totally different a pproach which Popper took to the problem of 

knowledge. Whe r eas the positivists we re prirnarly conce rned 

whether a theory was meaningful and true, Popper was concer ned 

more with whether there was a unique d i stinguishing characteristic 

of science which set it apart from other forms of enquiry. 

Copunenting in this regard Popper stated "The pr oblem whiah troubled me was 



neither, 'Wh en a theory 1,S true?' nor, 'f-lh en is a theory 

acceptable?' My problem was different. I wished to distinguish 

between sc,,,ence and pseudo - science; knowing very well that 

science often errs, and that pseudo - sci ence may happen to 

stumble on the truth ." (Popper, 1963, 33). 

The problem which Popper set himself revolved particularly 

around the works of Einstein, Marx, Freud and Adler, Popper 

suspected and set out to prove that the works of Marx, Freud 

and Adler were not scientific in the sense that Eins t ein 's 

work was. For this purpose he introduced into his thesis 

'falsificationism '. Using this as his criterion of demarcation 
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he was able to d ispute the scientific claims of Marx, Freud and 

Adler on the grounds that their works were not subject to 

falsification. For a falsificati onist a good scientific the ory 

is one which makes definite t estable claims about the world and 

survives such tests. As Chalmers p ut it "A very good theor y wi ll 

be one which ma k es v e ry wid e - ran g ing claims about the world , and 

which is consequ e n t ly highly fal s ifia b l e , a nd is one that 

resists falsificat ion when e ver it is put to the test" (Chalmers, 

1976, 39). Poppe r 's consequent claim was that the theories 

of Marx, Freud and Adler were not scientific because"·~· ins o far 

a~ they could be reconciled with any observation whatsoever, 

they could not be falsified" (Williams, 1975, 30). An 

additional, attractive consequence of this need for a theory 

to be highly falsifiable is that it must be consequently clear 

and concise. That is, it must run the risk of falsification. 
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Quickly summarising the falsificationists position, they see 

science as a rational and progressive enterprise. Science 

begins with problems (which are only problematic in the light of 

some theory) about the world. Falsifiable hypotheses are then 

21 formulated and tested leading to either temporary acceptance 

or falsification. When a hypothesis which has stood a wide 

range of tests is eventually falsified, the hope is that it has 

given birth to another problem and the process just described 

repeats itself. Two additional points to remember are that any 

prevailing theory is never true, just better than its predecessors 

and that content increasing auxiliary hypotheses (though not ad 

hoc hypotheses) often feature in this process. 

Countering the tenets of Logical Posi tivism 

In support of a statement made in the last paragra ph - that 

problems are only problematic in the li gh t of some theory - and 

thus taking task with the first of the tenets of Logical 

Positivism referred to earlier, (p46) Popper remarked " My po·i.n t 

of view is, briefly , tha t our ordinar y language is full of 

theories; that observation is always observation in the light of 

theories; that it is only the inductivist prejudice which leads 

people to think that there could be a phenomenal language, free 

of theories, and distinguishable from a 'theoretical language'" 

(Popper, 1959, 59): In countering the second tenet, (p46) Popper 

was of the opinion that there was no such thing as inductive 

logic for empirical sciences (1963, 40) and as regards 

the third tenet (p46), that theories were 

21. Knowledge according to the falsificationist is always 
tempoi·ary. 
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never empirically verifiable and that rather than rule out any 

and all statements which were not empirically verifiable (a 

practice which was ridiculous since i t negat ed every stateme nt 

in natural science as well) that '' ... we must choos e a crit erion 

which allows us to admit to the domain o f empi r ical scienc e 

e ven st a tements which cannot be verified '' (Popper, 1963, 40). 

Popper's Answer to the Problem of Induction 

It was with thes e notions in mind that Popper set a bout 

what has been described by Magee (1973) as his ' semjnal a chievement' 

namely, so l v ing the prob l em of induction . One of his f i rst 

steps in this endeavo ur was to point to a logical asymmetry 

between verifiability and fa lsifi ability . Exp r essed in mor e 

elementary terms : al thoug h no number of obse rva tions 

repor ting white swans allows one to de rive the posit ive 

univers a l statement ALL SWANS ARE WHITE , one observation 

reporting a black swan allows one to logically derive the 

negative universal statement NOT ALL SWANS ARE WHITE. Th us 

while Popper negated the positivist concep~ion of proof he 

nevertheless admitted that a theory was testable and further, 

that it was this testability which was the essence of the criterion 

of scientific status. In Popper (1959, 40-41) he commented 

11 I shall require (of a scientific system) that its logi cal 

form shall be such that it can be singled out, by means of 

empirical tests~ in a negative sense: it must be possible for 

an empirical Scientific SUStem to be refuted by experience. II 



Here a particular emphasis should be placed on the word 

'possible' for Popper did not say that every scientific 

statement must have been tested before it is accepted, rather 

that it must be capable of being tested. This was Popper's 

answer to the criticism, that since all statements in science 

were in principle falsifiable, that testing would lead to 

infinite regress since no scientific statement was justifiable, 

a criticism which Popper himself had us e d against the 

positivist notion of induction (1963, 19). 

Popper's View about Conclusive Fals ification 

Taking up the point that no scientific statement is jus tifi a bl e , 

either in terms of conclusive verification or conclusive 

falsification, it is important to not e the distinction Poppe r 

drew between falsification at the logical level and at the 

methodological level. In his view, a scientific statement is 

conclusively falsifiable at the logical level, but not at the 

methodological level (Magee, 1973, 23) for it is .always 

possible that an observation is false due for example to not 

taking into account all relevant conditions or alternatively 

making an error in measurement of these conditions. Commenting 

about the possibility of recalcitrant observations Popper 

remarked I/It might be said that ... it is ... impossible for 

various reasons, that any theoretical system should ever b e 

conclusively falsified. For it is always possible to find 

some way of evading falsification, for example, by introducing 

ad .hoc an auxiliary hypoth~sis, or by changing ~d hoc a 

definition. It is even possible without logical inconsistency 
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to adopt the position of simply refu s in g to acknowledg e an y 

falsify·ing experienc e whatsoever." (Popper, 1959, 42). 

Although Popper rightly proffered, on the basis of the above 

corrunent, that conclusive falsification was not possible at 

the methodological level, he has continued to take the view 

that conclusive falsification is possible at the logical 

level, a view which has earned him the term of 'naive 

falsificationist'. Conclusive falsification is only possible 

at the logical level if one can g uarantee the truth of 

observation statements forming the premi s es of the logica l 

argument. Popper's own work disputes this po s sibility. Th i s 

has led Kuhn to comme nt " T hough he -1'. s not a nai ve f a lsi fie a ­

tionist , S ir Ka1~l may ,, I s u9ges t , be leg-itimately tr ea t ed r:u 

one 1
' (Kuhn, 1970, 14) . 

Falsification in Trouble 

Although from Popper's work one would expec t that following a 

falsifying instance a theory would drop from sight or at 

least be modified by a series of content increasingly 

auxiliary hypotheses, this view does not appear to be 
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exemplified in history. Perhaps the best known example of this 

is apparent in Newton's theory of gravitation. Even after fifty 

years of unsuccessful predictions the idea that it could be false 

was only one of five alternative explanations (Williams, 1975, 

37) • 

In spite of this apparently contradictory example however, 
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Popper maintains that it does not present a serious problem 

for his falsification thesis because he never intended that 

a theory b e falsifi ed by just any observation but only by 

those agreed upon by scientists as repre senting po tential 

falsifiers. Additionally , he argued that while legitima te 

scientific activity did n ot permit the de fence of a t heory by 

auxiliary hypotheses which were ad hoc , it did allow for the use 

of auxiliary hypotheses wh ich were con t e nt increas ing~ 2 that is 

they led to new and nove l predicitions and/o r more falsifi ab le 

problems. 

Both of these defences have not found much sympathy among many 

contemporary philosophers of science . With regard to the l at t e r, 

apart from the c o ntrary historical evide nc e which in the c ase 

of the Copernican t heo r y shows ad hoc hypotheses being used 

in both the defenc e and prosecut io n of this theory and 

imperfectly formulated novel conception s being persever ed 

with long after th e ir apparent falsification, one is l ed t o ask 

- Is it not an entirely retrospective decis i on in the light of 

a discovery which makes something novel, h e nce he cannot t e ll 

at the outset the potential of one auxiliary hypotheses from 

another and it is only by testing them all that we can 

establish some notion of novelty and even then we may never 

determine the novelty of some ideas because of our limited 

technology. It was with these sorts of ideas in mind that Kuhn 

22. Popper would presumably label the other four explanatio n s 
associated with Newton's theory as content-increasing. This 
move would however be deba tab l .e. 
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stated that "All theories can be modified by a variety of ad 

hoc adjustments ... It is important furthermo re that this be 

so , for it is only by challenging observa tions or adjusting 

theories tha t scientific knowledge grows" {Kuhn , 1970 , 13) 

{Emphasis added). 

With r egard to the former of the two Popperian defences - that 

potential falsif i ers are a product of agreemen t among scientis ts -

it is argued that because of this admission Popper ' s attempted distinction 

beb.veen a logical anct psychological dimensi.on of k.!10\..; l edgc is invalidutcd . Popper 

rraintains that the act of conceiving or inventing a theory is of little use to 

the logica l analysis of scie ntific knowledge . Consequent l y he 

argues the knowledge is object i ve in sofa r a s "I t can be 

argued about , a tt c.cked, de j'ended and us ed , wi th ou l r• eferenc:c 

to the man LJho put 1'.-t f or1,;ard 11 (Ma9ee , 197 3 , 71) . 
23 

Leaving aside the poss ibility that they may be arguing at 

cross-purpose~ Williams claims as a result of three factors 

that Popper ' s t hesis i s incomplete because h e fails to t ake 

account of " .. . the importance of subjective elements as 

basic determinants featuring in t he fight for the survival of 

theories " {Williams, 1 975 , 44). These factors a re first that 

II in terms of Popper ' s analysis of f a lsifiabi li ty, in t he 

ab sence of decisi ons made by scientists , no theory can be 

refuted. Second, dec i sions made by scientists dete r mine 

the class of basic statements , hence the potential falsifi ers, 

and therefore u ltimately what theo~y is open to falsification 

and hence scientific. Third, an attempt to rescue a theory 
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from refutation by i ntroducing an ad hoc or co n tent in c r ea s ing 

auxiliary hy pothesis , is merely col l ateral to t he v erisimi litude 

of the theor y in qu e stion. It has a Lo t more t o d o wi t h t he 

sci entis ts ma k ing t he at t empt - i n particu la r , hi s inte l ligenc e , 

his pro f e ssi on a l skills , hi s motivation, etc . '1 (Willi ams , 

1975 , 42) . With t he se t hree f ac t ors in mi nd Wi l lia ms was of 

the opinion that "It f ollo ws tha t the t heory whic h survive s ~n 

thi s strugg l e i s l argely de t ermin ed by no t only l ogical 

conside r a ti on s but al s o h i stor ical , geog r aphi ca l , economi c , 

s ociological , p s ychological fac t ors., etr.: . " (Wil l iams , 197 5 , 

4 3) • 

In sho rt , disag r eeme nt s urrounds t he question as t o whethe r 

s cientifi c knowl e dge i s obj e ctive kno wledge . The rema ining 

two philo sophe rs o f scie n ce a r g ue agains t t his no tio n . The i r 

argume nts a long with a n ana lysi s o f t heir wo rk will be 

h i g hlighted shortly af t e r a c omparison o f the Pop pe ria n a nd 

Positivist positio ns in the next parag raph. 

Poppe r and the Po s itivist in c ontr ast 

The views of the positivists and Poppe r coi ncide at few poi nt s . 

Ho~ever, on what some have determined to b e a point of major 

significance they are in agreement . That is, they both accept 

the fact tha t scientific activit y is rational and progress i ve 

and accordingly, that s cience is the source of obj ective 

knowledge. As to t heir po ints of deyiation , there are four 

major ones . First, whereas the positivist 's criterion of 



demarcation was intended not only to demarcate between 

science and non-science, but also with respect to meaningful 

and non-meaningful statements, Popper was solely concerned with 

the problem of d istingu ishing between science and non-science. 

Second, whereas the posi tivists' th eo ries were arrived at by 

induction, Popper's theories were arrived at by a product of 

guesswork, intuitive l eap ing etc. Third, whereas it was 

the positivist ' s belief that observat ions clearly mirrored 

reality , Popper believed that obse r vat i ons are affected b y t he 

obs e rver and his environmen t. Fourth , whereas the theor i es of 

the positivists (despite c l aiming general ity of scope), applied 

only to a restricted doma in and therefore were verifiable, 

Popper's theories had no restrict ed domain, were accordingly 

not verifiable but we r e falsifiable . 

57. 
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SUBJECTIVIST VIEWS OF SCIENCE 

Background 

Implicit in the work of the positivists and the falsificationists 

is that progress demands amongst other things, a systematic 

framework of criteria and r equirement s , a coherent body of 

knowledge and a set of corrunon perspectives . The theses about 

to be considered, argue against these notions to the extent of 

proposing that it is only in their absence that pr ogress can 

really b e made. 

Kuhn's View of Science 

Of all the philosophe rs adopting subjectivist views of science, 

Thomas Kuhn would appear to b e the most notable and influential . 

Such i s the appeal of his thes is t h at r e searche rs in many wide 

ranging fields (including accoun t ing) have sought to drawn on 

his work. Indicative of the extreme t o which this has been 

taken is the fac t that it is now considered fash ionable , indeed 

24 academically e l evating, to simply ment ion h i s wor k. 

In t he manner of Popper, Kuhn insists that "· .. an ana l ysi s of 

the development of scientific knowledge must t a ke account of 

the way science has actually been practised ." {Kuhn, 1970 4) 25 

Consequently he adopts an historical approach to the development 

of knowledge, a feature which is seen by Gaffikin to be 

"· .. a first point of attraction for many would-be-Kuhnists" 

(Gaffikin, 1978b, 77). It is worth noting that this so-called 

point of attraction also serves to highlight an 

24. 

25. 

The best accounting example o f this is in the 1977 Committee 
report of the American Accounting Association . 

It will be evident in section six, howeve r that the extent 
to which they delve into (!·"•: sequent historical st;dy is rather difficult. 
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important distinctio n between the positivist and the 

h 
. 26 . . . Weltanschauungen t eorist. Whereas the positivists were 

mainly concerned with the l ogical form of theories, a 

preoccupation which consequently led them to accept a static 

view of science, the We ltanschauungen theor ists were concerned 

with the dynamic aspects of scientific knowledge . This was 

attainable only by looking at a developmental (historical) 

perspective of science . 

Although h aving undergone some surgery since its introduction 

in 1962 (especially with regard to Kuhn ' s notion of a paradigm) ,
27 

lying unchanged at the centr e of Kuhn ' s historical perspective 

of science is a description con s isting of a series of revolu-

tionary and non - revolutionary per iods - the revolutionary 

peri ods he saw as being discontinuous. Mor e specif ically , in 

his analys is of sci e ntific development he sees a continuous 

five stage cycle. 

Preparadigm (speculation about appropriate methods , rules 

forming foundations , etc . )
28 

Normal Science (acceptance of a dominant par adigm - start 

of puzzle solving) 

Crisis (consequence of anomalies in present paradigm) 

Extraordinary Science (sea r ch f or new paradigm) 

Normal Science (acceptance of ne w, dominant paradigm -

continuatio n of puzzle solving) 

26. Perso ns who philosophise a view of the world from a personal 
perspective. • 

27.· This has now been replaced by the more tightly de f ined terms 
disciplin~ry matrix (ov erall structure of that which is held 
i n common) and ·e xein"p"Z.drs (concrete problem solutions accepted 
by a scientific communi ty) (Gaffikin, 7978b, 78). 

28. This fir st step is only relevant for disciplines trav ersing 
the gap from non· ·iena e to science. 

! .. 



The preparadigmatic stage will be e vide nt whenever th e r e 

is found to be deep and frequent debates between opposing 

groups over what constitutes valid problems, methods of action 

and standards of solution. This deba t e will continue unti l a 

sufficient amount of agreement has bee n attained with r e spec t 

to some particular school. The ideas c entral to this schoo l 

will then become the basis of a ' normal scie nce' in which 

scientists can puzzle solve without continual ly questioning 

the funda~entals of research. This will continue until a 

time when anomalies which have been discovered in the proce ss 

of puzzle solving b e come insurmountable and precipitate a 

stage of crisis - nowh e re specifically detailed by Kuhn. This 

state of affairs can en d in any of three ways: first , the 

pre-crisis paradig m is able to solve the crisis provoking 

problems ; second, the probl em continue s to resist a ttempt s 

at resolution and is subseque ntly s e t a side for further 

generations, or third, a new paradigm (disciplinary matri x) 

emerges to face the battle of ac c eptance . One of these i s 

accepted and the p uz z l e solv ing trad ition of 'normal scienc e ' 

starts over. Should the third alternative be the me thod 

adopted in resolving the crisis the n a scientific revolution 

may be said to have taken place. 

Two noteworthy features about this process are first, that 

the old disciplinary matrix is kept until and unless a new 

one arises to replace it, and second, the process is non-

cumulative. This second ~eature is of considerable importance 

because it points in the direction of what is considered 

to be Kuhn's most radical thesis - the thesis of 
I 
I 
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'incommensurability'. According to this thesis it is 

impossible to decide which of two competing theories better 

approximates the truth. There is therefore no rational 

justification for choosing one theory in preference to 

another. It is at t his point that anothe r sharp divisio n 

exists between the thinking of Kuhn a nd Popper. Whereas it 

is Popper's belief that the progress of sci e nce is guarante ed 

by its rational character, Kuhn insists that in the absence 

of rational justificatio n there is no way o f determining how 

much closer one theory approximate s th e truth than another. 

"Henc e scie ntific r evol uti ons do n o t n e c e s s ar il y en tai l an y 

pr ogr ess in man ' s s ear ch for t ruth '' (Williams, 1975, 55). 

Kuhn's Major Th e si s in Tro uble 
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Despite the intuitive appe a l as s ociat e d with Kuhn's incomrnen sur­

ability thesis, ma ny wr iters including Sc h e ffler (1972) an d 

Shapere (1964) h a ve take n exception to it and have detailed what 

appear to be logical inconsist e nci e s in Kuhn's thinki ng . Fo r 

the purpose of defending Kuhn's thesis, the re is thus a n eed to look 

at and Ji~pute these criticisms. Looking first at Kuhn 1 s under­

standing of incommensurability, Doppelt has observed that Kuhn 

argues in four different contexts that rival paradigms are 

incommensurable. These are: 

" (1) because they do not speak the same scientific language, 

(2) because they do not address, acknowledge, or perceive 

the same observational data, 



(3) be caus e t hey ar e no t conce r ned to a n swer the same 

question s or r e solve the same problems 

and 

( 4 ) becau se t hey do no t constitute what c ounts a s an 

adeq uate , or even legitimate , explana t i on in t he 

s ame way " (Doppelt , 19 76 , 35). 

Doppelt maintains that the a r guments in favour of and ag a i ns t 

the incommensurability the sis de pend on which of t hese four 

contexts one take s as t he mos t sig n i ficant. He argue s tha t 

Scheffle r and Shapere take t he f irst c onte xt as the key 

one and attribute two , three a nd four to the fac t th a t a 

paradig~ is impr i soned within its o wn unique and 

untranslatable languag e , o r c o nc eptua l framewor k. The y 

accordingly argue that b e cause rival paradigms lack a 

commo n l anguage (which tre pos i ti v ists ' insist acts as 

a link between observationa l a nd conce ptual data) they 

cannot be me aningfully compared. Thus, on this inte rpretation 
29 

incommensurable theories must also be incompa~able . 

. 29 . Unfortunately, this is not aided by Kuhnian statements of 
the nature "· . . both (referring to himself and Popper ) 
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emphasis~ instead the revo l utionary process by which an olde r 
theory is rejected and re p laced by an incompatable new on e " 
(Kuhn, 1970 , 2) (emphasis adde d) . Howeve r despite this 
statement which was unqualified in c ontext we will shor t ly 
show that qualification has been made elsewhere by Kuhn . 
This qualification aims to show that a theory can be 
sufficiently incompatable to evoke the notion of 
relativism and yet remain short of t o tal incompatability. 



Having skillfully e s t a bli s he d th i s apparent i ncomparability, 

Scheffler and Shape r e ask severa l a ppa r e ntly embarra ssing 

questions. " Fi rst of all , if rival sc·i entific parad i gms 

a r e as insu lar> , s elf- en cl osed , and impris m te d within thei r 

o wn l anguage a s Kuhn ma i n t a ina , in what s en s e can t hey b e 

r> i v al s o r c ompe t e?· I f t h e y cannot c ommu n icate o r argu e h ow 

a n d on what can t hey d isag re e ?" (Dop pel t , 1976 , 37 }. The 

imp l ication is that Kuhn ' s incomme nsurabi l ity does not appear 

to mirror the obvi ou s theore tica l conf l ict in e vidence in 

s cientifi c lif e , and f urther , that it a ppear s to be at odds with 

his own v i ew o f ' a noma l i e s ' wh i ch , s uppo sed l y e stabl i s h ed a 

point of c o ntact betwee n rival pa r adig ms . 

'I'he a r gumen ts of Sche ff l e r and Shapere , dcsp ite being l og ica lly 

appeal i ng1res t o n a part i cula r inte r pre t ation o f I<uhn ' s the s i s , 

one which unders tandably springs from t hei r be lie f i n a conuno n 

sc i e nti f i c l anguage . I n this sense t he y needed t o p i c k the 

firs t c on t e xt as the most i mpor tun t , be cau s e i t s e r ved t he 

63. 

purpose s of positivi s m. Howeve r , t he r e i s another , more s a t isfac t ory 

interpretation o f Kuhn ' s incomme n s urabil i ty . This inter~retution 

rests on the s e cond cont ext -the incomme nsurability of scientific 

problems between rival p aradigms . In a series of quotes take n 

f rom the writings of Kuhn, Doppelt establishes the importance 

of the incommensurability of problems and standards of 

adequacy between paradigms (Doppe lt, 1976, 40). At no time 

though does he adopt the absolutist position adopted by Scheffler 

and Shapere with r~gard to the i ncomparabi lity of paradigms. He 

comments "On our view, incommensurable paradigms aan and do share 

s ome observational data, problem s , and langu a ge but t hat 



Rival paradigms ca n share t his much and none - the - less e xhibit 

fundamental disagreeme nts irresolvable by sci e ntific argumen t 

concerning the set of pr o bl ems and d ata that any adequate the ory 

must tr ea t (only som e of which they share) ... " (Doppelt, 1976, 

50) 30 

Doppelt develops many more fascinating arguments in his fifty 

three page article, but perhaps t he most interesting of all of 

these is his suppor t for the positivist concepti on of a 
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cumulative progre ss of science in the l ong run . Wishing , howeve r , 

to discredit the posi ti v ist mode l o f s ci e ntific d eve l opme nt in 

favour of Kuhn's model he commented " ... r• egard les s of z,J he thPr' 

ther e is cumula ti ve progr e ss o f knowl edge i n the l ongrun, the fact 

of shortrun loss - of- data poses a powerfu l challenge t o the 

positivist model o f scientific deve l opment as a gradual , 

continuously cumu lativ e pr og r ess in scient ific kn owledge " 

(Doppelt, 1976, 72). 31 

A Point of Contrast Between Kuhn and Popper 

Having become justifiably carried away with considering the thesis 

of incommensurability, it is nevertheless time to consider another 

aspect of Kuhn's thesis. This concerns Kuhn's rejection of 

30.The reader is strongly encourag ed to read for him/herself the full 
text of Doppelt's argument because the summary of the ·wor k 
exhibited in this thes is does it little credit. 

3l.Th~ loss-of-da ta notion referred to in this quote follows from Kuhn's 
views "· .. That ev~ry new paradigm ... involves losses as well as 
gains with respect to its predecessor(s) in terms of the kind of data 
and problems it is concerned to handle, and can in fact handle" 
(Doppelt, 1976, 44). 
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Popper's characteristion of scientific theories as 'falsifiab le' 

theories. On this aspect Kuhn is committed to r ejecting Popper's 

falsification th esis for the same reason that he rejects Popper's 

thesis that scienti f ic theories follow a r a tional developmen t . 

Developin g the substance of this r ejec tion Will iams remarked 

"A theory can only be f alsified 1:f 1:t can be demonst ra ted that , 

in at least some respects , it is not t ru e . Yet such a 

demonstration always rests on certain theo retical assumptions . 

Consequently the end product of any demonstration is open t o 

questi on " (Will iams , 1975, 56). Considered in the light of 

inconunensurabi lity, we are accordingly l eft with the dilenuna 

of deciding whether the demonstration c h allenges the theory 

or vice-versa. 

Further more , disputing Popper ' s claim that the forme r is t he more 

probable, Kuhn t ook up Popper's c l aim that a theory is 

scientific if and on ly if observation statemen t s can b e logically 

deduced from i t. Kuh~ in challenging the i mplication that a 

scientific decision could be based o n exclusive ly syntactic 

criterion remarked '' ... I doubt that scie n t ific th eori e s c an 

without decisive change be cast in a form which permits the 

purely syntactic judgements which this version of Sir Kar l' s 

criterion requires. But even if the y could, thes e rec o nstructed 

theories would pro vide a basis on ly for his demarcation 

criterion and not for the logic of knowledge so closely associated 

with it" (Kuhn, 1970, 15). Sir Karl writes that "The logic of 

knowledge consists solely in investigating the methods empl oye d 

in those systematic tests to which every new idea must be 

subjected if it is to be seriously entertained" (Popper, 1959, 31). 



From this, he maintains that rules and conventions akin to the 

following develop : "Once a hy pot hesis has been proposed and 

tested, and has proved its mettle , it may not be allowed to 

drop without ' good r>eason "' (Popper , 1959 , 53) . Kuhn 

argues however that "Rules lik e these ... are no longe r s i mply 

syntactic in their import . They r equir e that both the 

epistemological in ve stigator and t he res earch scien t ist be able 

to r elate sent enc e s derived fr om a th eo r y not only to s en t ences 

but to actual observations and ex perim ents " (Kuhn, 1970, 15) 

Kuhn accuses Popper's notion of falsificationism of failing 

to account for this perspective and consequently a ttributes t o 

Popper the construc tion of an ideology rather than a logic; of 

procedural maxims rather than methodological rules . 

A Problematic Aspect of Kuhn ' s Thesis 
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One aspect of Kuhn's thesis which has continued to remain 

problematical in spite of efforts to rat i onalise i~ i s his explana ­

tion of how it is that anomalies come to subvert a prevailing 

paradigm. In contrast to the acceptance of a new paradigm , where 

Kuhn maintains that an act of fa ith in the nature of a relig i ous 

conversion or gestalt switch is involved , his explanation of the 

forme4 which presumably is a forerunner to acceptance of a new 

paradigm, appears entirely unsatisfactory . According to Kuhn, 

crises follow when'' .. . the (scientific) profession can no longer 

evade anomalies that subvert the existing t r adition of scientific 

practice" (Kuhn, 1962, 6). However , in a statement describing 

the activities of scientists in periods of normal science Kuhn 

expiained that when a pu~zle evades resolution" ... only the 

practitioner is blamed, not his tools" (Kuhn, 1962, 79). 



One is led on the basis of these statements to ask - Just what 

makes an anomaly subversive? Kuhn fails to account for thi s 

and is criticised by Feyerabend as a result. The basis of 

this particular criticism as it welds into Feye rabend's overa ll 

thesis will be considered shortly. 

Kuhnian and Popperian Fundamentals in Contrast 

Just before discussing Feyerabend's thesis though, it is 

important to recognise the fundamental similarities and 

differences in the works of Popper and Kuhn. The fundamental 

similarity is contained in the fact that both Popper and 

Kuhn believe tha t know ledge has no foundations, ne ither in 

e xperience nor r ea s on . This contras t s them both with the 

Received Vi e w theor i s ts who en t erta ined a just ificationi s t 

theory of knowl edge . The fu ndamen tal dif f e r enc e betwee n Kuhn 

and Popper, an~ for t ha t matte~ t he Received Vi e w theoris t s , 

is in their view of whethe r sc i ent i fic knowl edge i s objective 

32 
knowledge. Kuhn argues ag a ins t this n o tion claiming that 

fl scientifi c k nowl edge , a ri si n g out o f r e s ea r ch in p e r i od s 

of normal s c ience , always possesses subjecti v e e l ements " 
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(Williams, 1975, 50). An allied concept over which they disagree 

concerns ~he notion of sr.iPnrifir nrnnrpqq 
- - - - -- - - - - - l.- - - :J - - - - - Whereas Popper 

maintained that progress was guaranteed by the rational 

character of science, Kuhn argued that because of the incommen-

surability of paradigms there was no concept of rational 

justification in favour of one theory over another and thus no 

way of ens.uring scienti.fic. progress. 

32. : In section six however, this thesis will inv es tigate mor e fully 
Popper's view of objectivity and show that contrary to 
the belief expressed above (a common belief) this is not 
a feature which separates Kuhn and Popper but rather 
Popper and the positivists. 
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Feyerabend's Dadist Philosophy 

For the same reason that an analysis of ideas from the philosophy 
, ' 

of science became the major focus of attention in this thesis, 

namely, because little work had been done in this area, this thesis accords 

an extra degree of attention to Feyerabend's thesis. This additional 

attention is also given because it is the author's contention that 

Feyerabend's work shows potential for being the next logical 

step (following on from the A.A.A. 's use of Kuhnian analysis) in 

an association between the philosophy of science and accounting. 

Yet another reason for this extended treatment, which follows 

from the second (above) is that we need to determine whether there 

is any substance to Feyerabend's work. Many have ridiculed his work 

as jocular and one (P..attiangadi) eve..ri termed him a 'Play Philosopher' . 

As a result of these attacks, the majority have been led to 

disregard his work. To determine whether his work should be 

so treated, an examination of the works of three major critics 

will be undertaken in an attempt to come to some conclusion 

about the validity of their criticisms and hence the substance 

of Feyerabend's work. 

Appearing, as it does, at the opposite extreme to logical 

positivism and Popper's revolutionary positivism it is with very 

little reservation that Feyerabend is looked upon as the most 

controversial of the modern day philosophers. 33 The way in which 

his major work 'Against Method' has caused the defense mechanisms 

of traditionalists such as Lakatos (1974), Hattiangadi (1977), 

Kulka (1977) and Tibbetts (1977) to spring into action, is 

ample evidence of his controversial style. In his book, Feyera-

bend includes many of the familiar themes which have become 

associated with his name. These include: an 'anything goes' 

approach with respect to. methodology (Chapter 1); the denial 

33. It should be noted, however, that there is mucn on which Popper 
and Feyerabend are in agreement. For confirmation, refer to 
Suppe (1974, 170). 
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of the distinction between a context of discovery and a context 

of confirmation (Chapter 14); the importance of non-rational 

factors in the development of science (Chapters 8, 12); the 

rejection of critical rationalism and logical empiricism (Chapter 

15); the development of counter-induct~ve procedures and the 

proliferation of theories (Chapter 23); the denial of the empiricist 

criterion of cognative significance (Chapter 5); a rejection of 

the current notions of intellectual standards, facts, and reason 

(Chapters 1,2 & 5); the incommensurability of scientific theories 

(Chapter 17); and finally, the over intellectualism and superficiality 

of modern science in contrast to magic and witchcraft (Chapter 18), 

(Tibbetts, 1977). 

Feyerabend's book is writte n with the conviction that anarchism, 

while not the most attractive political philosophy, provides an 

excellent remedy for epistemology and the philosophy of science. 

Features of the last statement which should be noted are; 

first, that Feyerabend considers anarchism a 'remedy' and not 

'a certain cure' for the ailments which confound epistemology 

and the philosophy of science ; and second, that although clearly 

distinguishing between the philosophy of science and epistemology 

(the theory of knowledge), Feyerabend infers the applicability 

of his thesis to both. This is something which Kuhn failed to do 

and which consequently caused his thesis to become so associated 

with the philosophy of science that when other disciplines, such 

as accounting (not normally classified as a traditional science), 

attempted to make use of it their attempti were criticised purely 

over the science /non-science distinction, which, in no small way 

can be attributed to both the narrow mindedness of those associated 

with traditional sciences, and the cultural bias of the _great 

majority, who as Laudan said, have tended to place so much faith in 

the words and deeds of these people. 



Like Kuhn, Toulmin, Lakatos and oth e rs, Feyerabend makes 

use of history to aid in demonstrating th e applicability of 

his thesis. He comments "One o f t he mo s t striking fea t ure s 

of re cent discussi on s i n th e hi sto ry and phil o s op hy of scie nce 

is the r eali sa ti ons that e v e n t s an d developments , such a s 

70. 

the invention of at omism in antiqui ty , t he Co pe rnican Re volut i o n , 

the rise of modern atomism ... and the gradual emergence of the 

wave t heory of light , occurred only becaus e some thinkers e i t her 

de c ide d no t to be bound by ce r tain "obvious " meth odolo gica l ruleP , 

or because the y unwittingly broke them" (Feyerabend, 1975, 

23). Having cited his aversion to set methodologies, the remainder 

of his work s e ts about th e task of validating this stance and 

entertaining, as a possible solut ion, th e notion of methodologica l 

pluralism, using th e oth e r th emes alr e ady mentione d as exam ple s 

to roun d out his thesis . 

Criticisms of Feyerab e nd's Philosoph y 

In singling out works r ep res e ntat ive of the response which 

Feyerabend's work has had , one h as a decided l y difficult t ask in 

discovering favourable r e sponses , for he is criticised on a 

wholesale basis by virtually every modern day philosopher. Eve n 

Lakatos, who became closely allied with Feyerabend, as two of the 

most outspoken critics of Popper's work (Kulka, 1977) adamently 

rejects Feyerabend's recourse to anarchism, commenting in one of 

his works "I view the third approach (referring to Feyerabend's 

thesis) with horror" (Lakatos, 1974, 323). 



Mindful of this predominantly critical response, care must be 

taken against selecting criticisms which are simply unfavourable 

observations of particular ideas, in favour of those which have 

as their sole purpose the questioning of the central messages 

of Feyerabend's the sis. To these e nds, reference will b e made 

to three review articles appearing in a review symµosium on 

Feyerabend's thesis, published in the Philosophy of the Social 

Sciences journal (1977)~ 4 Further r eferences will be made to 

a reply to these r ev i ews by Feyerabend (1978a), two more 

rejoinders by Hatti angadi (1978) and Tibbet ts (1978) and a 

further reply to t he rejoinde rs by Feyerabend (1978b). 

Although a we ll accomp l ished and at t imes , amusin g write r , i t 

se e ms that Feyerabe nd abus e s his ta l en t by recours e t o ove ~ 

zealous a nd arrogant
1
adhomin e m arguments wh ich might well b~ 

justifie d in an ' anyth ing goe s ' philosophy , but do little t o 

gain him the support he needs among conventionalists. A counter 

argument which Hattiangadi puts to good use to point to th e 

ridiculousness of Feyerabend's arrogant stance is that if it 

is acceptable for Feyerabend to argue for 'anything goes' the n 

is the privilege not granted to his reviewers. He cornments 

"It is, moreover, astonishing to find the author of 'anything 

goes' cavilling over a mere interpretation of his words. Does 
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anything not go, then, in reading Feyerabend? Can we not proce e d 

counterinductively in interpretation? Does Feyerabend (but no one 

else) mean something more than he says? ... " (Hattiangadi, 1978b, 59). 

In addition to his aggressive style, two further factors which likewise 

34.~s it happens, it wilt be apparent from the discussion that these 
works are also subject to the criticism of superficiality. However, 
they are cited because they are apparently regarded as generally 
indicative of the response which Feyerabend's work has engendered. 



do little to endear him to the masses, are first, that 

he has what many consider to be, an annoying habit of 

changing his mind (Tibbetts, 1977 , 272~ and second, h e has 

a definite tendency to indulge in extreme po ints of view. 

Kulka's Critiqu e of Feye r abend 

Regarding the former , both Tibbet ts (1977, 272) and Ha ttiangadi 

(1978, 60) accuse Feye rabe nd of contradiction and fr e que nt 

changes in point of v iew, in the l atte r case, usin g as e x a n1 p le 

Feyerabend 's appa r en t abou t f ace in de t e r mi ning the role o f 

explanation in t heo r y . Feyerabe nd's rep l y to thi s i s a good 

one in that h e admits to bei ng fa lli b l e . He s tates , in r ep l y 

to Hattiangadi , " fl el l , think in g 1, s a d ·iff'i e uZt bus in es .s an d 

I have not ye t f o und t he secret of a t once pen e t r at ing t o t he 

v ery core of t ru t h . Has he ?" (Feyerabcnd , 1978b, 186) 

On the subject of contradictions, as opposed to complete point 

of view changes, it is interesting to note that many of the 
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so called contradictions which Feyerabend is accussed of, stern 

from what are essentially terminology debates. Now, while there 

is a natural hesitation to talk about any aspect of impression 

in terminology for the very same reason as was suggested earli e r 

when the science /non-science controversy was discussed, namely, 

the inability to come to any definite conclusions, one 

may at least make the observation that, it does seem that 

Feyerabend, in using terminology open to debate (perhaps 



purposely), has given rationalists the rope with which 

to hang themselves. This is particularly evident in 

Kulka's case. He is severely criticised by Feyerabend 

(1978a) for reading i nto Feyerabend's words that which is 

not there. Some of Kulka's stateme nts which display a 

rather fanciful interpretation of Feyerabend 's ideas include, 

nsince there can be no perfect methodology , all methods ar e 

useless and therefore , ' anything goes '. (Page 279) " a ll 

methodol og ies are equally bad ... " (Page 27 9 ) and "Fo r he 

makes it plain there is n o such thing as progress'' (Page 280). 
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In all three statements Kulk a is far from justified in making the 

statements that he does. In the first statement, to infer that 

as a re su lt of no me thodology being perfect , that they are all 

useless , refle cts both his personal bias agai nst Fe yerabend 

and his inability to read Feyerabe nd's work , which clear l y 

shows th a t while Fey e rabend criticises some procedures, he 

defends and r ecommends others. The second s tatement, 

by using the word ' bad ' complete ly misconstrues .the meaning 

of the statement. It is quite obvious from Feyerabend ' s 

work that the way i n which he uses the term 'anything 

goes', signifies simply that no methodology is necessarily 

better than another and not that all methodologies are 

useless as the term 'bad' suggests. In chapter two of 

his book, Feyerabend states "My intention is not to replace 

one set of rules with another set, my intention is rather to 
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convince the PeadePs that all methodologies , even the most 

o bvious ones , have theip limits ." (1975a) . Having noted 

what is a tendency to deliberately misconstrue Feyerabend 's 

statements (in a far from convincing manner) the trend is 

confirmed with the third stateme nt which has taken one o f 

Feyerabend's statements which denies knowledge of what 

progress is (1975 , 27 ) and asserts from this that Feyerabend 

does not believe in progress, which is a partic ularly amusing 

assertion in view of the fact that Kulka is supposedly traine~ 

in l ogic . His assertion is certainly no l ogical assertion. 

Rather, a subjective judgement, which tends to prove 

Feyerabend's point th at logical rules are se l dom , if ever, 

kept (1975, 22) . 

Unable t o dispute Kulka ' s right to make the claims he 

does, based on the notion that if ' anything goes • then 

anything must be received , one may be justified howe ver in 

disputing his, and other ra t ionalist claims if the y argue 

in an irrational mann er . To argue that all methodo l og i es 

are use less if they are not perfect , a nd that a lack of 

understanding of progress implies no such t hing , i s surely 

to argue irrationally . I n addition to arguing irrationally, 

Kulka's review also appears to suffer from superficiality 

· in that first, he has obviously not read the book thoroughly 

and second, he has failed to conside r many of the central 

themes of the work, including the major one; that one must 

keep one's options ope n. This, howe ver , is quite understand­

~ble. The way in which Kulka miscontrued Feyerabend's 
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statements left him no chance of interpreting the main theme 

in the manner just described. In essence, his superficial 

treatment gave rise to his irrational comments. 

Tibbetts' Critique of Feyerabend 

Tibbetts, in order to avoid being subject to the above criticism, 

specifically restricts his critique to four areas. He 

comments "Rather than attempt the impossible and comment on 

all the themes noted abo ve, I will in thi s paper limit my 

remarks to Feyerabend's defense o f methodologica l pluralism, 

the emp i11 ic ist c 11 i ·t e .Pion of meani ng , the all important is sue 

of evidence, and finally the r elat ion sh i p betwee n scientific 

methodology and the alternat i ve forms of inquiry and explan a tion, 

particularly magic and myth". (Tibbetts, 1977, 266). 

On the first of these issues, Tibbetts claims that " ... Feyerabend's 

denial of a set of privileged and universally binding principles 

of inquiry is not incompatable with the claim that scientific 

methodology provides the most reliable and credible knowledge we 

have to date of the world around us" (Tibbetts, 1977, 267), 

and develops an argument based on a distinction between a 

context of discovery and a context of justification, 

preferring to put disciplines·,such as magic and witch-

craft in the former, and the tradition al sciences in the 

latter, based on the further supposition that science is 

more 'self-critical' and 'self-correcting'. In reply to this, 

Feyerabend questions the basis of such suppositions. 

He asks "··. but where, it must be ask e d, did he get his 



information concerning witchcraft? Wha t particular wit c hcraft 

doctrin e ha s le d him t o the c onclusion t ha t wi t c hcraft is 

not se lf - corrective? (F e yerabend , 1978a , 47). In response , 

Tibbetts admits his lack of knowledge in the area, but i n 

s imi l ar fashion questions Fe y e rabe nd ' s k nowl edg e . He commen t s 

"Ra the r than tel?,, us he ·is content to darkly all ude to 

literatur e and informati on he is in po ss e ss ion of . . . " 

(Tibbetts, 1978, 5 5 ) . 

Tibbetts then attempts to take this one step furth e r by c l aiming 

that Feyerabe nd sees only that whi c h h e wants to and that othe r s 

might b e less incline d to d o s o. Howe v e r , th i s argument is 

rathe r acade mic, as it seems is t he en ti re r e c o urse t o the 

sci e n ce-magi c con trove r s y . It remains a further e x ampl e o f 

wha t was describe d e arlier as on e o f f eyc r abcnd ' s major s u p por t 

l ose r s , that i s . th e 
I 

t e nd e n cy to i ndul ge in extreme poin ts 

of v i ew. When one g e t.s r i g h t down to it , the con cept of 

me thodolog i ca l pluralism i s hard l y discussed , a nd whe n don e so , 
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only in t he narrow sense o f the scie nce-mag ic d e ba t e , wh ich tend s 

to valida t e a c omme nt by Ga f f :i.k in. th a t " i t is , however , ~ ome o f 

his appar e n tly more ext r avagant cla i ms that have attr acted most 

criticism" (Gaffikin, 1978b, 7 4). I L s eems i roni~, somehow , that 

Tibbett s recognises the wider sense of methodological 

pluralism, "Persona l l y , I pre f e r t he l ess s pectacular but 

more accessible hypothesis o f me thodologi cal pluralism , wher e , 

~n no area of human inquiry and experience - including science -

is inevitably pernicious and "ideologically petrified" (Tibbe tts. 

1977, 275), but only does so as a final comment after an 



entire l y inconc l usive argument on one ver y narrow a s pect 

o f the debate . Consequent ly , much of t his deb a t e i s 

peri fe r al and little short of a complete waste of time . 

This beco me s even more apparent i n Feyerabend 's repl y to 

Tibbe tts' i n i t ial respon se . Feyerabend corrunents "If he -is 

satisfie d with his statements th en , then why is he no t 

satisifed with mine '' (19 78b , 184) thus sta l ema t i ng the 

argumen t , and further - "I can assure him that I wo u ld look 

to my "witchdoctor fr• i ends ", to use his aomewhat impI'ecise 

terminology, and so would many other people in Califo r nia 

whose expeI'ience with scientific medicine has been anything 

but encouraging '' ( 197 8b, 184 ) a s t atement which all bu t 

side steps Tibbetts ' thoughts about a separat e c ontext of 

j us t i fication in favo ur of a subjective p r eference for 

witchdoctors , which can not be verified one way or the other , 

but which is , n everthe l e ss , just as t he fo r me r statement i s , 

in line with Feyerabend ' s thoughts about the s ub j e ctivity 

of knowl edge . In view of Feyer abe n d's support o f sub j e cti vity 

of knowledge, the argume n ts put f orwa r d a re quite useless . 

The only hope of a successful argument obliging Feyerabend 

to change his mind is a convincing argume nt about historical 

development, which counters Feyerabend's own view. To overcome 

a Weltschauungen analyst, especially Feyerabend, one must 

play him at his own game . This, Tibbetts has failed to do. 

He has put forward arguments with little or no historical 

just~fication, preferring it see ms to rely on the reader's 
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(predominantly rationalists) personal bias, a fact Feyerabend 

is quick to point out, '1 Is it that he jus t repeats rationalist 

gossip without having examined i ts validitt "· (1978a, 47). 

Having made a statement at the outset , exempting Tibbetts 

from the criticism of superficiality , we must now retract 

this exemption. It is withdrawn for two r easo ns. First, 

because Tibbetts becomes too concerned with the science versus 

magic debtate, in a ttempting to counte r methodological 
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pluralism, and second , because in doing so he fai ls to a dequa t ely 

resolve this dispute in that he does not supply sufficient, 

contrary historical e vidence. 

One furth e r e xample from Tibbett ' s work , wh i ch points to its 

d emi se is appa r ent int he following conunent i FeyeY'a be nd ' a 

pa r tiality to wa r d s non - science is as aY'bi t r ar y a s th e supp os ed 

arbitY'ariness of my own pr eference for s c ienti fic fo rms of inquiry '. 

(1978b, 57). In this statement, •ribbetts makes the c l aim that 

Feyera b e nd's decision in favour of non- sciences 1s just as arbi ­

trary as his own . Aware of a similar argument in Feyera bend ' s 

work one wonders just what Tibbetts was doing when he was r eading 

Feyerabend's work. His statement is obviously intended as a 

criticism, but only succeeds in restating one of Feyerabend's 

own messages - that choice between alternatives is often based 

on opinion; this opinion arises as a result of our cultural bias 

or social conditioning. In rejecting Feyerabend's claim about 

arbitrariness, Tibbetts also sought to go one step further and 

show that choice among alternatives is not ' ... merely a subjea -

tive, personal ma tt er ·' (1977, 269). He· corit inues wtth the 



message of explanat i o n 'On the con trary my argument hinges on 

the as sump t ion th a t what d e t e rmines the deg re e of reliabilit y 

we attach to a se t of emp irica l assert ion s is d e te rmin ed b y 

verifying e ven t s ' (1977 , 269) . However, one is led to ask -
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is it not an enti re l y subj ective , even arbi tra r y decision as to 

what a person wi tnesses in verifying an even t? Even if the majo­

rity of people ver i fy an event in similar fa shion , this does 

not l e nd support to Ti bbetts' argumen t because t hes e decisions 

could well be the r esult of socia l conditioning . Fo r example , 

the maj ority of people r eading Tibbetts ' work are l i ke ly to 

a gree with his observations , because the majority , like Tibbetts , 

are likely to be complex ra t i o nal i sts . 

Hattiangadi ' s Cri t ique of Feyerabend 

Of all t hree r eviewers, Hattianga d i is the one who attracts 

least a ttenti on from Feye r abend , something which s eems indicat i ve 

o f the fact t ha t he has least to say . His revi ew consists o f 

a synops i s of what Hatt i angadi t erms as Feyerabend ' s three rnilin 

salvos, namel y , Feyerabend ' s attacks against inte l lectual 

s tandards , facts, a nd reason . This is fol l owed by a discus s ion 

of the Romanticist era in an att empt to show Feyerabend's work 

to be old hat, and finally , a solitary criticism which, as shall 

be shown is not even relevant to the boo k under review, a 

point which does tend to make one wonder why his was the 

longest of the three reviews. Arguing in the same manner as 

Tibbetts did, that unless specifically excluded, something 

must be accepted, Hattiangadi proffers t hat despite Feyerabend's 

rejection of a formal acc ount of explanation 'pres umably, he 



still believes that theories ~n science are e xplanatory" 

(1977, 295). Referring to an earlier work of Feyerabend's, 

'Explanation, Empiricism and Reduction', Hattiangadi has 

Feyerabend first defending a Popperian point of view, and then 

refuting it (1977, 295-298) which Hattiangadi claims is 

inconsistent with Feyerabend' s assumed view that a theoretical 

system is both explanatory and deductive i n nature. In his 

initial response, Feyerabend comments that explanations play no 

role in his book (1978a , 45 ) . However, Hattiangadi, not 
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content to le t the matter rest, repli e s to Feye rabend in a 

vicious, adhominem style, entirely it seems, without cause, 

Hattiangadi being the least cf the three to incur the wrath of 

Feyerabend's own adhominem arguments. Totally overlooking the 

fact that Feyerabe nd, when making the e arlier corrunent, was 

referring to his book, which Hattiangadi was also supposed to b~ 

concerned with, Hattiangadi, in his reply preferred to refer to 

another quite separate article, entitled 'Changing Patterns of 

Reconstruction' written in 1977, in which Feyerabend declares 

his support for disjunctive disjointness. Leaving aside the fact 

that Feyerabend answers this criticism, it does seem that 

Hattianga~i 's s tyle of review is ratheL odd. In what is his 

only real criticism, he fails to link it to the book he is 

supposed to be reviewing. Conseqpently, despite the fact that 

Feyerabend admits a change in his point of view, he (Feyerabend) 

specifically divorces his criticism from his book, a point which 

Hattiangadi does not question. Thus, it gives Hattiangadi's work 

the appearance of a mere resum~, and in view of the rorrections 



which Feyerabend makes, not a very good one a t that. 

Summarising these three works , there is an inclination to 

r e gard two o f them as a complete waste of time. These are 
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the revi ews by Hattiangadi and Kulka. Th ey succeed in disputing 

and resol ving nothing. Tibbetts' work does have the basis 

of some valid criticisms, especial ly in regard to Feyerabend's 

vi ew , which denies a distinction betwee n a context of 

discovery and a context of justification, however , Tibbetts' 

argument f a ils t o att r act much at t e nt ion . 'l'h i s wa s 

due to two factors . First , an overwi ll ingness to be sidetracked 

by Feyerabend 's use of extreme e xamples, a nd second , a 

superficia l ity which ma nife sted itself , both i n terms of 

overall shallow treatments and the tende ncy t o make s t ateme nts 

(as d id Ku l ka) which were q uite illogical . 

Having undergone an extens ive review of Feyerabe·nd' s thesi s , 

a review which has seen his thesis largely unaffe cted, one is 

thus able to proclaim his work one of substance awl c ompare 

it with among othe rs, Kuhn's the sis. 

The Fundamental· Diffe·r ·ence Between Kuhn and Feyerabend 

Earlie4 when discussing Kuhn's ideas it was noted that Kuhn's 

inability to show how a crisis eventuated represented a 

major flaw in his work. It was also noted that it was on this 

point that Feyerabend sought to be critical of Kuhn. This 

criticism turns out to be a major point of contrast between 



the two. The following quote, although somewhat lengthy, 

is nevertheless justifiable on the grounds that it clearly 

establishes this contrast. Feye rabend comments "A cc ording 

to Kuhn matur e sci en ce is a suc c e ss ion of normal periods and 

of revol utions . Normal pe riod s are monistic ; sci entist s 

try to solv e puzzles resulting from the a tt emp t t o see the 

world i n t erms of a single paradi gm . Revolut ions are 

p lura list ic un til a n e w pa r adigm emerges that ga 1'. ns suffici e nt 

support to serve as a basis for a n ew normal pe rio d . This 

leaves unansw ered the problem how t he transition from a normal 

period to a revo lution i s brou gh t about ... we have indicated 

how the transiti on c ould be ac hi e ved in a reasonable manner; 

one compares the central paradigm with alternative theorie s . 

Profess or Kuhn s eems to be o f the s ame op ini6n . Moreover he 

points out that thi s ~ s what actuall y happ e ns. Pr o liferati on 

sets in al r eady befor e a revolutio n an d is instrumental 

in brin ging it about . But this means that t he o ri ginal 

account is fault y . Pr o liferati on do es not s t ar t with a 

revolution; i t prec e des it. A littl e imagination and 

a little more historical res earch th e n shows that pr ol iferation 

not only immediatel y prec~des revolutions, but tha t it is 

there all the time. Science as we know it is not a temporal 

succession of normal periods and per iods of proliferation; it 

is their juxtaposition". (Feyerabend cited in: Williams,1975, 

62) • 
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Feyerabend ' s best known example for supporting his consequent 

con tention : that a pluralis tic science i s likely to be more 

progressive t han a Kuhnian monistic normal science . is 

demonstrated with respect to Brownian motion~ 5 Feyeraben d ' s 

b asic a rgument is that the ref u tation of a theory can 

only be aided with the he l p of alternatives , so that the 

Kuhnian advice of postponin g alternatives unti l the first 

anoma ly has occurred , effectively serves to insulate the 

theory from c riticism rather than lead to its overthrow. 

However, despite agreeing with Feyerabe nd 's preference for 

a pluralistic rath er than a monistic science , doubt stil l 

r e mains as t o whethe r Feye rabend really provided a solution 

to Kuhn ' s problem. For e xample , Williams writes " 

Fey e r abe nd ' s idea t hat p r oliferati on of theo r i es solves Kuhn ' a 

problem in that alternative t heo ries bring to li ght new facts 

that refut e mo r e esta blished t heori e s cannot be ~upported as it 
36 

stands " (Williams, 1975, 72) . 

SUMMARY 

In br.inging this extended (but by no means comprehensive) 

section to a close, it is hoped that the reader has, at the 

very least, a basic awareness that there is much more to 

understanding science and the development of knowledge than 
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35~or a detail ed account of this argument refer (Feyerabend, 1965, 
175-176) . 

36Yor a detailed account of the argument associated with this 
claim refer to (Will~~~s, 1975 , Chap. 6). 



that which has formed the basis of traditional views. 

Perhaps the most important point of all is that gaining an 

understanding of the development of knowledge requires that 

an understanding of the progress of traditional scientific 

theorising be a necessary rather than sufficient condition fo r 

this purpose. Evident also f rom above is that a complete and 

acceptable understanding of science has no t yet been reached , 

which among other things does tend to make any debate over 

whether accounting is a science or not somewhat pointless, 

at the very least premature . 

In the following section, discussion will centre around where 

accounti~g fits into the above scheme . Whether it is or 

should be based on the objectivist or subjectivist vi e w of 

knowledge and wheth e r within the appropriate one i t is o r 

should be based on a particular conception of that v i ew, for 

example , the pos itivists justifi cat ionalism. 

One point which must be made clear to sceptics who would 

caution against a task of this sort (because of the realisation 

that neither of the four theses referred to above offers a 

complete and satisfactory explanation of p rogres s) , is t hat 

a delay would be self-defeating. Had no one gone ahead with 

research (which by its very definition presumes a problem) 
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until everything was settled the world would be little further advanced t.han when 

it began. In fact, it is doubtful whether we would still 'be' 

because no research would have been directed towards curing 

and preventing disease . 

. I 



RESEARCH METHOD/ HYPOTHES I S 

According to Buckley e t al (1976) re search works may b e 

distinguished by the extent t o which they fo llow one of four 

independently recogni zable r ese arch s trategies. 
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The se are : opinion r e search , a r chi val research, empirical r esearch 

a nd a nalyt i ca l r esearch. For t he purpose of c ategorising the 

current wo r k however , non e of the above strat eg i es g i ve s a 

complete l y adequate account on its own . Indeed i n t erms o f the 

definitions g ive n by Buckley et al , the wor k c l e arly fa lls outside 

t he bou nds o f two of t he strat egie s, that is , opinion and a~oirical 

r e s e ar ch. Thi s was t o be expected in t he l a t ter case f o r as 

thi s work seeks among o t her things to c ritic i se the ext ens i ve 

use of empirical r esearch in accounting it woul d c l ear l y b e a 

'red uctio ad absurdurn ' t o con temp l ate i t s u se . Altho ugh the 

d efinit i ons of a n a l ytica l a nd a r chi val r esearch do n o t i nd i v i­

dually cons titute a complete descr i ption e i t h e r, a r esear c h 

me thod whic h fall s somewhere be tween the m i s s ufficie ntly indi­

cative o f the me t hod adopted by t he c urre nt r e s earch e ffort . 

To the extent that this work makes use of e xisting ideas it is 

archival, although it should be noted that the work does not make 

use of the formal techniques which Buc kley et al ascribe to 

archival research. Nor indeed does it make use of formal samp ling 

techniques. The works selected are sele cted specifically to 

support a particular hypothesis, ~he substance of which is that -

if one accepts the proposition that 'if something is worth d o ing 

it's worth doing wel l' in c onne ction with the p erce ived nee d to 



conduct "sc ientific" resear c h in accounting t hen one cannot but 

support the need for mor e e pistemo log ical study in accounting for 

it will be apparent t hat most account i ng wor k s have not ke pt pace 

with deve l opments in the p hilos ophy o f s c i ence . Give n the fact 

then t hat t he works se l ect ed a r e selected arbitr ari l y- that t he 

work d eals with 11 
•• • the use of internal logic on t he pa rt of 

the r esearch " (Buck l ey e t a l, 1976) and as sumes f ur the r tha t 

" the res earcher has the r eso urc e s required for calving the 

problem within himself" (Buckley et al , 1 976) i t i s appar ent 

that the work although having an arc hival compon e nt has a close r 

link wi t h t h e analytical research strategy . 
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Thi s r esearch effort t he n invo l ves an examination of idea s a ris i ng 

out of a l ogical e xtension of the perce i v ed need to establ ish a 

re s earch trad i tion i n accoun t i ng . More spec i f i cal l y , i t t akes 

u p what appears to be a genera l cal l for scientific i nvestigation 

o f a ccount i ng phenomena , hav ing particu l ar regard fo r the theory 

c on s t r uction process , and to begin wi th , seek s t o cor rect the 

e r roneou s v i e w wh i ch most inter ested accountants seem t o hold 

r egarding the nature of sc i e nti f i c de v e lopment. Accordingly , it 

attempts in the fir st major section o f the work to develop a 

perspective of important aspec ts of n ew views of scie nce, 

contrasting them with the traditiona l 'Re ceived' view. 

In the second of the two major s ections of the work an attempt 

is made to determine where and how the se ideas have and ma ybe 

related to accounting. Using the works of Chambers and Ste rling 

an attempt will be made to e s tablish the traditiona l view of 



scientific research. Chambers' work was chosen because his 

work was one of the first of significance in the field and 

Sterling's because his is recognised by some as being generally 

indicative of the notions of theory construction held by 

accountants (Gaffikin, 1979, 10). Although there were a 

number of other theoris ts whose views on scientific theory 

construction could have been cited in order to round out the 

traditional view of scientific deve lopment , such analy sis has 

already been admirably treated by Gaffikin (1978b) on whom this 

work relies as an authority on these matters . Th e space made 

available by r elying on Gaffikin's work has been used to l ook at 

the incidence a nd scope of works, implicitly or explicitly 

favouring some of the more complex views of sc i e nce . One work 

i n particular is singled out as being supportive of the logica l 

extension attempted in the current work. This is the work of 

Richard Mattessich. An analysis of his work and refere nce to 

many others provides justification for the explication of ideas 

in section four of this thesis. 
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Some Accounting Experience with Philosophy 

Background 

Based upon the work completed to t his point, two i deas s tand 

out as being of primary importance . The first concerns the 

disputing of the traditional , well-accepted notion of science, 

and the second, a qualification of this dispute. Regarding the 

former i t has been demonstrated that r eference to scientific 

discourse or, as it is more commonly referred to, the "scientific 

method" does n o t imply some finite set of formal, procedurally 

orientated research steps, but rathe r an attitude or philosophy 

which conditions the researcher. Regarding the latter it has 

further been demonstrated that just as there was no finite set 

of research steps assoc iated with the ''scientific method'' the re 

is no one philosophical explana~ion of the progress which, i n 
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our new understanding of science , conditions the researcher. 

Instead there are a whole range which make up a field of knowledge 

known as the "Philosophy of Science''. 

This thesis chose to consider a representative sample of f our of 

these philosophica l explanations. In the current section the 

intention is to consider the works of a range of accounting 

th~orists over a thirty year period (1950-1980) to get some idea 

of the philosophical position, implicit or explicit, on which 

their works have been premised. The implication following from 

this move (recited earlier) is that if accounting theorists have 

accepted a p~ilosoph~cal position which is untenable, then all 

their efforts to build a solid theoretical foundation on which 



the accounting discipline may be expected to cope with present 

and future problems may be in vain. 
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To provide a certain amount of structure when dealing with the 

works of the various accounting theorist s , the works will be 

divided into two selections. The first will establish the 

common philosophical line or stance adopted by accounting 

theorists when c onsidering the use of scientific theory 

construction methods in accounting. A second selection will 

serve to illustra te some of the more controversial philosoph ical 

lines which some authors have adopted. Toge ther they should 

provide some insight into t he association t o the presen t time 

between the phi l osophy of sc i e nce and accounting. 

1950 was chosen as the starting point for the review because 

prior to this point very little effort had been devoted to the 

use of external research methodologies in accounting theory. 

Efforts were predominantly centred around the development of 

generally accepted accounting principles, postulates and 

standards. This particular research effort had sprung from the 

unfortunate state of affairs associated with the stock markeL 

crash of 1929. The laissez-faire attitude which had been adopted 

toward the accounting discipline up to this point by both the 

public and other professional bodies was quickly substituted for 

what became a crippling amount of expedient and often contra­

dictory regulation. 
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Establishing the Tr adit i onal View of Sc ientific Development 

Chambers' Perspecti ve 

One of the first to r e cognise the possible negative attributes 

associated with thi s r egul a ti on was Pr o f es sor R.J. Chambers. In 

a book which echoed the sentime nts of work he had begun in e rne st 

around the 1950' s Chambers comme nte d tha t we must "que s t ion th e 

f ormu la t ion of rul es before adequate ana l y sis o f t he matters ~n 

re sp e c t of which th ey a re made " (Chambe r s , 1966, 35 2). 

Reflecting on the con sequen t p u rpos e and d ire ction which h e t ook 

in the 1 950' s h e f ur th e r commented t ha t " By 1954 I believed it 

necess a r y ... to s e t dmJ n the 1J ay in wh-ich a theo r y of accounti nq 

s h ould be devel oped . In none of the impor t an t works on accoun t i ng 

wa s th e r e a tr eatment of metho doZ.onu . v ._, Th e r e was no v att e rn to 

follow except th at of th e well developed s ciences . " (C hambers , 

1966, x) (emph a s is added ). Hi s i nten t i o n was c l ea rl y t o come to 

some understa nd ing r egar d ing t he me thodo l o gy of scie nce in an 

attempt to mak e a c ompari s on b e t wee n scientific and a ccounting 

progress. 

For this purpose Chambers used among a number of 'formal guides' 

the works of Cohen and Nagel, Campbell, Hempel and Margenau. In 

this endeavour, that is,using philosophical works as guides, he 

was undoubtedly one of the first, if not the first accounting 

theorist to do so. For this he is to be accorded considerable 

praise. A point to be cognizant of however, is that in his 

endeavours he has made use of philosopical works which have 

espoused largely positivist ideals. Not surprisingly there are 
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c lear re f erences i n his wor k to the s e ntiment s of the Recei ved 

View. One s uch refer e nce is appar e n t in his s tressi ng of the 

v ita l i mportance of observati onal evidence . Ano t her i s apparent 

in his separ ation of pr oposition into f o r mal and empi r i cal 

c lassifications , and a t hird i s his use of correspondence rules 

as a bridg i ng mech ani s m between f o r mal and emp irical p r opositions 

(1 96 6 , 34 ) . 

On t he face of it one might thus have expected t o find all of 

Chambers ' works firmly rooted in positivist dogma , and yet this 

i s not the case . If one had to establish Chambers ' a l l egiance 

t o any one philosophical position (a practice which Chambers 

himsel f i s against) one would have a decidedly d i fficult task 

for whi l e positivist sentiments are in evidence i n much o f his 

ear l y works so t oo are Popperian noti ons . To complicate things 

even f urther , Chambers also makes reference to t he possibili ty 

o f a ccounting pr ogress being explained in terms of Kuhni an 

a n a l ysis. This immedi a t e l y raises the quest i o n - has Chamber s ' 

simultaneou s r e f e r ence t o all three been contradictor y? Based 

upon the d isc u ss i o n and c lass ification of the various the s es in 

section f our, it appears that whereas simultaneous reference to 

the works of the Receiv ed View and Poppe r would not be contra­

di~tory, simultane ous references to objectiv ist and subjectiv ist 

views of knowledge would be . Knowing that Chambers refers 

simultaneously t o t he works of both Kuhn and Popper , and given 

no other evidence, this points unmistakably to a contradiction 

in Chambers' work. However, b e fore accusing Chambers of c o ntra­

diction, it is worthwhile to consider some new · evidence which 



clarifies and qualifies ideas from section four. 

According to information presented in the fourth section, the 

philosophies of Kuhn and Popper differed primarily over whether 

scientific knowledge was objectively or subjectively based. In 

that section, little was said about this difference except that 

it existed. Now it is time to determine just what is meant by 

these two terms. 

In arguing that scientific kno wledge is ob jective knowledge, 

Magee, interpreting Popper's stance, proffered that objective 

knowledge meant '' ... knowledge that c ould be argued about , 

attac ked , defend ed and us ed without r e f ere nc e t o the man who 

37 
put it forward " (Magee , 1973, 71) . F or his part Kuhn argued 

that because a paradigm is largely socially constructe d that 

knowledge is alwa ys grounded in man's social condition. He 

writes, '' Observation and exp er ience can and must drasticall y 

r es tric t t he range of admi ssabl e scientific belief, e lse there 

~-

would be n o science . But t hey cannot alone determine a part icular 

body of belie f. An apparent arbitrary e lem ent compounde d of 

personal and historical accident, is alway s a formative ingredient 

of the beliefs espoused by a given scientific community at a 

given time". (Kuhn, 1962, 4). 

37. This incidentally coincides with Chambers' view of objecti­
vity expounded in the following quote. Whilst referring to 
ideal statements, Chambers commented that they must 
" individually capable of being tested by other persons 
than the propounder of the theory". (Chambers, 1966, 7). 



Looking closely for a contrast between these two conceptions 

of knowledge, one could be forgiven for being decidedly confused 

for one is looking for a contrast which does not exist, at least 

on the basis of the above statements. Kuhn is saying that we 

can never attain strictly objective knowledge which is accepted 

as a truism by all but those who follow a strictly positivist 

line, and Popper, on Magee's interpre tation, that we can never­

theless attain a state of knowledge in which some idea(s) is(are ) 

accepted as suffi c i ent ly verified by others to no longer be 

peculiar to one person. This is also an intuitively acceptable 

proposition. So where is the contrast? In fact there is none. 
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This is to be attributed to a modification of position by Popper. 

Though Magee correctly interprets Popper's current position, it 

seems evident that in some of Popper's earlier works, his position 

was considerably more ex treme, tJ1at is , he bel ieved , like tl1e posi­

tivists, in strictly objective knowledge. Confirmation by 

implication that Popper had held such a position is offered by 

Williams who in contrasting Popper and Kuhn commented " Essen t ially 

what distinguishes Popper ' s views from Ku hn' s is that for Kuhn 

knowledge is never strictly objecti ve" (Williams, 1975, 50). 

On .this interpretation, therefore, the differences between the 

objectivist philosophy of Popper and subjectivist philosophy of 

Kuhn are not as extreme as first implied. Without becoming too 

involved with this comparison, it might just be mentioned that 

there is a sense in which Popper's thesis becomes but one aspect 

of a subjectivist's view. To see this, one must recognise an 
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important point of difference between the two philosophies. 

Whereas the latter is concerned with a holistic and dynamic view 

of science, by contrast the thesis of Popper reflects a narrow 

decidedly static view of science. One might accordingly con-

jecture that Popper's thesis represents but a moment in time in 

a subjectivist model of scientific development. 

To carry the metaphora little further, it is as if Popper has 

sought to analyse a piece of a fruitcake in an attempt to determine 

the existence of the fruitcake's major ingredients. He is able 

to speak "objectively" insofar as the slice is concerned but not 

the cake as a who le for it may be that a certain ingredient did 

not permeate i n equal p r oportions in each slice of the cake. 

Similarly with sc i e ntific development. He may be able to speak 

objectively about the fact that scientific development may h ave 

occurred in a certain way over a defined s lice of time but no t 

about all of time. 38 Pointing among other things to the fact 

that Popper has chosen time periods conve nient to his argument, 

Kuhn commented " I su gge st th e n that Sir Karl has characteri sed 

the entire scientific enterprise in terms that only apply to its 

occasional revolulionary parts" (Kuhn, 1970, 6) and as a result 

"Rather than a logic, Sir Karl has provided an ideology, rather 

than methodological rules, he has supplied procedural maxims" 

(Kuhn, 1970, 15) both of which fall short of his proposed general 

38. To carry this a little further, if as Popper proposes his 
is a general explanation of scientific development, then 
Popper may be subject to the criticism which he himself 
used against those proposing an inductive logic, for he 
too cannot build a general explanation of scientific 
development using slices of time. In other words proceed 
from the specific to the general. 



explanation of scientific development. 

To return to the original reason for recomparing the philosophies 

of Popper and Kuhn, t h a t is, t o de t ermi n e whe t her simultaneo us 

reference to both b y Chambers was contradictory, it is now 

apparent that it was not. However, inspite of this new evide nce, 

Chambers does not get off the hook, so to speak, for establishing 

the compatability of Kuhn's and Popper's vie ws only serves to 

draw attention to the contradiction b e twe en the Received Vie w 

and the new allies. Be tween these options there is no possible 

reconciliation of differences owing to the fact that the positi­

vists continue to entertain what from the other point of view is 

a quite unrealistic assumption that knowledge can be strictly 

objective. 

Chambers has recently attempted to skirt this problem however, 

by stating that references by him to empirical and formal propo­

sitions (1966, 34) were never meant to imply that these were 

mutually exclusive, that there was always an implicit assumption 

on his part that observations were not theory neutral and vice 

versa. Indeed several references to Poppe4 who was shown earlier 

to have altered his view regarding the attainment of strictly 

objective knowledge,might be interpreted as giving some substance 

to this rationalisation. However, one cannot but be sceptical 

of this present-day rationalisation given the fact that the model 

he produces in his 1966 work 39 clearly follows the logical posi­

tivist scheme in which knowledge is portrayed as being strictly 

39. See Chambers (1966) page 34. 
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objective. 

Notwithstanding the difficulty encountered in trying to establish 

Chambers' current philosophica l position, owing to his reluctance 

to ally himself wi th any one school and a natural tendency t o 

rationalise, one is nevertheless able to point to one thing 

about his work up t o the 1970's, namely the predominant influence 

of the Received View on his view of theory construction. Given 

this fact and two others; first, that the view Chambers adopted 
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was by the time he used it considered I/ ••• inadequate a s an 

analysis of scien tific theories '' (Suppe , 1974 , 4), and second , 

that he was aware of alternative explanations one may begin to 

comprehend one of the problems which this thesis is trying to 

demonstrate , namely , that research into this area ha s been half­

hearted in the sense that it has been lacking in scope even by 

those who have showed most interest. As a consequence of this , 

two things become apparent . First , Chambers ' work is in violation 

of what would be one o f his own principles , namely " if comethin~ 

is worth doing it ' s worth doing wel l" . Second, that accounting's 

experience with this area of research lags unnecessari l y behind 

current thoughts on the matter. 

Sterling's Perspective 

Further support for the lag idea is more acutely demonstrable 

with respect to the work of Professor R. Sterling. Like Chambers' work 

Sterling's work up to the 1970's can be shown to have been 

liberally distributed with positivist sentiments. However, after 

this point the works of Chambers and Sterling differ to the 

extent that Chambers' work contains few philosophical overtones 
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while Sterling's work continues to espouse support for the posi-

tivist model of theory construction. Why Chambers has not been 

disposed to continue this sort of investigation is a matter of 

conjecture which this work has not time to deal with. The point 

which is significant, however, is that given the fact that 

Chambers' refere nce to the Received View was out- of-date in 1964-

1966 (the time during which he was writing and publishing his 

1966 work), one can only wonder why Sterling, who had a background 

in philosophy , continue d to use a mode l which was by the late 

1970's a c u tely outdat ed . One r ath e r uncomplimentary expla-

nation which supports an earlier idea of ha lf-heartedness on the 

part of people undertaking this sor t o f rese arch i s that Sterling 

was ~ashing in' (in the sense of publi shing) on ideas which most 

people kne w little about. Thu s h e was not d isposed to correct 

the inadequacie s which he himself saw in the system. 

Although this explanation is admittedly scathing , i t is not 

altogether unfoundeq. This is borne out by the fact that , although 

Sterling acknowledges in his (1970b) work the work of Hanson who 

showed observations to be theory-laden, he continued in his other 
• 

publications in the same year and as long as six years later to 

make use of a model which by implication denied this notion . 



The model in question is portrayed in the following diagrams: 
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This diagram is but a simple variation of Margenau' s model which 

reappears once again , slightly modified , in Sterling ( 1976). 
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(Sterling, 1976, 16) 

An additional criticism which can be levelled at Sterling is his 

tendency to confuse, if not himself, then others, with allusions 

to, but no subsequent analysis of, the directly contradictory works 

of Kuhn and Popper. Confirming this, Gaffikin , referring speci-

f-ically to Sterling's (1970a) work , commented "A s with many oth e r 

98 . 
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of St erling ' s works ... there &s an early allusio n t o Kuhn with 

no subsequent Kuhnian analysis .. . the rest of the paper is devoted 

to explaining a lo g ical positivist view " (Gaffikin, 1978b, 103). 

A General Perspective 

Although it is true that Sterling's work differs little from 

Chambers' work in the sense that they both display an affection 

for the objectivist view of science, 40 Sterling's explicit style, 

despite exposing him to more criticism, seems to have won him 

more acclaim in the sense that his views are more in keeping 

with the majority view. Indicative of this fact are comments 

of the sort "The theor•e tical wo1°k of St er•ling is fairly r epr e -

sentative of th e notions of theory c onstruct ion of accountants " 

(Gaffikin, 1979, 10). This comment also indicates that the 

positivist sentiments which pervade Sterling's work also pervades 

the work of many others. Additional evid e nce of t he wide 

acceptability of Sterling's work can be s een in the extent t o 

which his work has been given quasi official status. On this 

count, it is not difficult to see that Sterling's work serves 

as the basis for three American Accounting Association committee 

reports: (1971), (1972) and (1977). 

F o.r his efforts in pioneering the consideration of external 

research (scientific) methods in accounting theory, Chambers has 

40. On the basis of Sterling's support for positivism we may 
however distinguish their works by assuming on the basis 
of this support that Sterling believes in strictly objective 
knowledge which we have tried to show that Chambers does not. 
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been attributed little recognition. Despite the fact that Yu 

maintains that his (1955a) article " ... has since rendered a 

tremendous i mpac t on accounting thinking " (Yu, 197 6 , 99) , the 

popularisation of methodological debate in accounting is gene ­

rally accorded to an article by Carl Devine which appeared in 

the 1960 Accounting Review entitl ed ' Research Methodology and 

Accounting Theory Formation'. This work which proposed t hat 

the scientific method was a logical structure composed of an 

interaction between deductive systems and the philosophical 

doctrine of empiricism was to set t he scene for wide-ranging 

methodologica l debate. 

Bedford and Dopuch (1961) provided the first r e sponse to Devine ' s 

work. They criticised the way in which Devine s egmentalised 

accounting research needs . They argued that Devine ' s f our way 

segmenta tion into the logica l structure and deductive systems , 

me asurement and induction, behavioura l research a nd welfare , and 

normative responsibili t i es , oversimplified the si~uation. The y 

suggested that the l atter three were not independent of each 
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other. They did however, in a most significant silence, implicitly 

substantiate Devine 1 s separation of the first area of concern 

from the others. This indicates that they supported the logical 

empiricist notion that formal aspects of theory could be separated 

from empirical aspects; in other words, that observations were 

free from theory bias. Further example of their logical empiricist 

st~nce is apparent in their references to the methodological 

pre~cription of Woodger (1939) which contained a strong positivist 

flavour. 
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Since these initial contributions, numerous articles and a handful 

of books have dealt in varying degrees with the subject of 

41 methodology but, as Gaffikin correctly observes, most of these 

have added " ... little new information " (Gaffikin, 1978b, 42). 

They have been by and large entrenched, either explicitly or 

implicitly, within the philosophy of the Received View. Three 

works which are not subject to this stereotyping, however, are 

works by Tilley (1972), Wells (1976) and Mattessich (1978). By 

contrast, their works are revolutionary in character. This is 

especially so in the case of the latter for in his lates t, 

perhaps irost notable work he unpopularly implies that accounting 

theorists need to place more emphasis on epistemological research 

if they hope to be part of a progressive discipline. However, 

before considering the latest contribution of Mattessich, it is 

important to consider some of his earl y work . 

This is important for two reasons. First , because it needs to be 

shown that his later work is but a follow-on from his earlier 

work. And secondly , that his early work differs little from the 

work of many others who now brand his work as radical and the r efore 

undeserving of recognition for accounting purposes. 

41. For brief discussion of the substance and philosophical lines 
of many of these works refer to Gaffikin (1978b). Gaffikin's 
work demonstrates, among other things, that the four best 
known and widely used texts on the subject of accounting 
theory by McDonald (1972), Yu (1976), Hendricksen (1977) and 
Most (1977) all support a positivist interpretation of theory. 



Establishing a Contemporary View of Scientific Development 

Mattessich's Perspective 

Mattessich's work, like that of Chambers , spans a thirty-year 

period beginning around the 1950's. Whilst this passage of time 

has led Mattessich and Chambers in two apparently separate 

directions, at the outset the goals of both can be shown to have 

strong resemblances . Confirming this idea, Gaffikin writes, 

"Th e patt ern o f the theo r etical contributions o f Ma t tess i ch comes 

closest to that of Chambe r s , in itially " (Gaffikin, 1978b, 90). 
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Not surprisingly then , Mattessich was primarily interested in 

providing more rigorous theoretical foundations for the discipline. 

Toward this end, he insisted on the use of mathematical formalism 

and also sought to r e late the theoretically more advanced disci-

pline of economics to accounting. A s e ries of articles dealing 

with those two aspects culminated in his major accounting-rela t ed 

work Accounting and Analyt ical Methods (A.A.M.) in 1964. Amidst 

a discussion of various themes, including empirical scie nce, 

economics and management science, this work plac e s particular 

emphasis on the subject of measurement theory. 

In this endeavour he has not been alone. Both Sterling and Ijiri 

have made extensive recourse to the theory of measurement in 

developing their general theories of accounting. Using Ijiri's 

work which is by far the most extreme, in that it considers 

accounting to be merely a sub-field of measurement theory, this 

paragraph will deviate slightly from discussing Mattessich's 

contributions to point to the problems with this excessive concern 



for measurement. Using the positivist theory construction 

techniques of axiomatisation, a separate theoretical and obser­

vational language and inductive l ogic , Ijiri (1967) has to his 

satisfaction developed a general theory of accounting . 'I'o this 
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an objection must be r e gistered , however , because with the exception 

of Ijiri himself theorists have not defined accounting in the way 

Ijiri presents it - as a sub-field of measurement. Rather, they 

have defined it as exactly the opposite . On this interpretation 

then, Ijiri has not developed a general theory of accounting at 

all and in terms of the Received View to which he shows great 

allegiance he has only concerned himself with their rules of 

correspondence. Similar sorts of cr iticisms are also applicable 

to the early works of Mattessich and Sterling . 

Continuing with a description of Mattessich ' s early work, it is 

significant to no t e that Mattessich in A.A.M. develops an axiomatic 

model of accounting based around e ighteen basic assumptions. 

Corrunenting on the use of axiomatic formalism, however, Suppe 

(1974) argued that if formalisation of theories was to play a 

part in their construction, then it would probably be a semantic 

formalisation rather than an axiomatisation. Accordingly, for 

the early works of Mattessich, Ijiri and many others, it seems 

doubtful whether in fact they were scientifically theorising or 

"merely formally describing extant practice" (Gaffikin, 1978b, 

120). Contingent ·upon this idea, one finds difficulty in asso­

ciating the title 'competent research effort' with these works 

for as one author noted, "Research is not merely an exposition 

of practices aurrently followed, nor a description of techniques. 



It involves, for example , a philosophical examination of th e 

hypoth eses upon which practices are based , investigation o f the 

validit y of those hypotheses , experiment at i on with alternative 

methods , testing the validity of alt ernativ e hypotheses , and 

similar objectively cri tical enqu iries " (Fi tzge rald from Zeff , 

1973, 34). 

Since the publication of A.A.M., Mattessich has published only 

three of his many works on the topic of accounting theory 

construction. They are his (1968), (1970) and (1972) works. 

Indicative of the philosophical stance adopted in his 1968 work 

is the comment "It is to be hoped that account·ing contains a 
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core of propo sit ions that are open to refutation and that lend 

themselves to testing and v erification ". (Mattessich, 1968, 3). 

Although there is a hint of Popper in the above quotation, and 

other references in the rest of his work to Kuhn, the i dea of 

verification is indicative of the fact that the work is largely 

couched in the philosophy of the Received View. This stance is 

continued in his (1970) and (1972 ) works for which in the l atter 

case he was awarded the American Accounting Association Significant 

Contribution to Accounting Literature Award. Both works stressed 

two aspects. First, the need for increased methodological rigour 

in . the development of accounting theory, and second, the need 

for systematic testing to enable verification or refutation. In 

Mattessich {1972), he writes "Systematic testing procedures are 

a crucial element in a scientific approach" {479) and further 

that" . .. testing of a general accounting theory by way of empi­

rical verification of its interpreted systems, seems to me the 



only way of conforming to the r equir emen t s o f an empirical 

discipline" (486). 

Evident from th e investigation so far is that Mattessich's 
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work, although often overlooked b e cause of its prese nt direction, 

stands alongside the "best" of the theoretical works in accounting 

in the last thirty years. Althoug h many discount his current 

work because it moves away from accounting per se, it is the 

present author's contention that Matte ssich's move was not only 

a necessary one, but one which Matte ssich hims e lf shows has b e en 

called for for more than a decade by many accounting sources. 

Among these sources he lists Williams and Griffin (1969), Devine 

(1971), the Report of the Committee on Foundations of Accounting 

Measurement (1971) which stated at one point that the " ... prac tic e 

o f ac count i ng u ltimately belongs to the science o f knowledge " 

(1971, 40) and the Report of the Committee on Accounting Theory 

Construction and Verification. This latter group commented in 

1971 that "Unt i l r• ec e ntly ~ acco unt i ng t heo r y la r gely c on s ist ed 

of a set of a pr iori arguments abo u t the r ela t iv e merits o f 

alternative accoun t in g measur eme nts. Curr ently there is a gr owin g 

body of research that is trying t o establish an empirical 

tradition in accounting theory developm ent and verification. 

A full understanding of such research requires that the purpos e 

of such research be viewed within the context of the history 

of the scientific method (1971, 77) (Emphasis added). 

Moving one step further and demonstrating where the philosophy 

of science fits into this picture, Lakatos, a well-known 



philosopher o f science held that the philosophy and history of 

science were inseparable. He commented that in constructing an 

historical case study ''one should adopt th e foll owing proc edure : 

(1) one gives a ra t i onal r econstr uction; (2) one tr i es to c ompar e 

this ra tional reconstruc tion with actual histo ry and to cri ticise 

bo th one ' s rational rec onstruction for Zac k of historicity and 

the actual history f or t he lack of r a tio na l ity " (Laka tos , 1970 , 

13 8 ). Thus, in Lakatos ' view , any histor ica l study mus t be 

preceded by a heuris t ic study . Putting it more succinctly, the 

"history of science without philosophy of scienc e is b l ind 1142 

(Emphasis added) . 

Following t hese bu t more importantly his own convic tions in 

favour of " . . . an in tegra ted pic tur e o f the foundat ions on 

which ... r esearch must ultimately r est ", Mattessich in his l a t t er 

works, particularly his latest - Instrwnenta l Reasoning and 

Systems Methodology (I . R. S.M . ) - has moved right away f rom 

a ccounting (though it is still mentioned per i odica l ly) in favour 

of developing a systems methodology f or all applied sciences of 
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which accounting is but one . Devel oping this philosophy of a pplied 

sciences is the first o f two central themes, the other being 

" ... to acquaint the adepts of these applied fields with major 

problems of the philosophy of science (epistemology ) in general " 

(Mattessich, 1978, 1). Mattessich implies that for too long 

42. Given then fr om above that the history of the scientifi c 
method is importan t f or accounting (w hich by itself suggests 
a view of science contrary to that of the logical positivists) 
and Lakatos' idea about the inseparability of historical and 
heuristic study, j t is evident that philosophical (epi stemo­
logical) study is called for in accounting . 
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short-run needs s uch as those o f accounting practice have been 

favoured over l ong-run conside rations e . g . securing accounting's 

foundations and that "Only slowly are we willing to face the 

overwhelming evidence that long - run thinking is more ur gently 

needed today than ever befor e " (Mattessich , 1 978, 3) . In faci ­

litating this later purpose , he maintains that the study of 

philosophy is eminently suited . Among the benefits of this study 

he cites: a disinclinat i on t o use shallow reasoning, the r evealing 

of implied value judgements , separation of actu a l and i ntended 

goals and the a bility to s ee the limitation of conceptual tools 

and methods. 

Ma ttess ich is not h owever , naive in his s upport for philosophical 

study. He recognises t hat for most scienti s ts, whether they are 

physical o r applied scientists , epistemo l ogy has l i t t le or no 

significance . He comments "Sci entists , e ven successful ones , 

who care little and know nothing about epis tem ology ar e legi ons .. . " 

(Mattessich, 1 97 8 , 2). Mattessich contends however that the 

positive o r negative recognition of the need for epistemological 

study will determine the sort of scientist one wishes to become. 

He maintains that the truly eminent scientists have been those 

who have devoted " · .. considerable time t o the ex ploration of 

connections between their own efforts and the overall schem e of 

scientific endeavour " (Mattessich, 1978, 2). 

Although it may be somewhat presumptuous to compare the eminence 

of . accounting scholars to scholars in physics etc. e.g. Einstein, 

it is nevertheless interesting to note that three people who 
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have been touched with the brush of eminence in accounting have 

been Chambers, Sterling and Mattessich himself. Significantly 

11 h h d . . . h d 43 f h . 1 ff a t ree ave won istinguis ed awar s or t eir ear y e orts 

which among other things explored the connection between 

accounting and "scientific endeavours". Although they perhaps 

did not concern themselves with what Mattessich terms the 'over-

all scientific endeavour', the early works of these theorists show 

movement in that direction and as such bear witness to Mattessich's 

claim that truly eminent individuals will be necessarily drawn 

to the study of epistemology . Mattessich further comments '' Who -

e v er chooses any s c i entific ca lling out o f genuine curi o sit y , 

will find it difficult to st op his inquiry a t the threshold o f 

his own discipline . His i nquisi tiv e n e ss wi ll lead him t o a t 

least to a r ough und ers tanding of n eig hb our i n g as well as 

f oundat1'.onal ar·eas " (Mattes sich, 1978, 2) (Emphasis added). 

One last salvo whi c h Mattessich d e livers in support of the need 

for epistemological study is one which strikes at the heart of 

the empirical scientific tradition. He comments " ... empirica l 

science as a system of information a nd knowl edg e creation i s 

still in a suspended state , it l it e r al ly hovers abov e its 

foundation without being suffici en tly tied to it" (Mattessich, 

1978, 4). Adding to this, Mattessich maintains that science's 

strongest justification has been that it is rational and 

consistent but questions where this rationality and consistency 

begins and ends. He then. demonstrated by example (page 4) the 

43. · Either distinguished lecturing or writing awards. 
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shallow manner in which the term consistency is viewed to bring 

home the point that even the most accurate procedure is inadequate , 

44 
if not consistently carried out to the very end. 

With this reasoning base behind him, Mattessich launches into a 

discussion of a number of issues. The se include a discussion of 

the use of systems analysis as a tool of philosophical investi-

gation (Ch. 2), the evolut ion and integrity of deductive and 

inductive logic (Chs. 3, 4, 5), the methodological endeavours of 

economists (Ch. 6) and finally ideas from the philosophy of 

science (Ch. 7). Mattessich's last cha pter, chapter seven, is 

not unlike the fourth section of t11i s current the s i s in that i t 

presents a brief history and summary of a variety of philoso-

phical ideas. 

In this last chapter, Mattessich, in keeping with his goal to 

substitute a narrow perspective for a more holistic one, attempts 

a reconciliation o f formalist philosophies with the philosophies 

of the Weltanschauungen analysts. It is at this point that his 

1978 publication differs substantially from his earliest works. 

Rejecting the formalist approach of the Received View outright, 

a view which we saw him to be very much in favour of in his early 

works, he appears to have moved in favour of a formalistic inter-

pretation of Kuhn's thesis. He uses the work of Sneed (1971) and 

Stegmuller to reconcile, in the manner described earlier by Lakatos, 

heuristic study with historical study. It is worth noting that a 

similar sort of endeavour was apparent in section four and the 

44. This was essentiaZZy the argument used to question the works 
of Chambers and Sterling. 
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current section of this thesis when discussing the works of 

Doppelt and Chambers, respectively. 

Examples of Reconciliation 

With regard to the former, Doppelt demonstrated what while Kuhn's 

notion of revolutionary progress was a better short-run 

explanation of progress in science, the objectivist view 

(excluding the justificationalists) that knowledge was cumulative, 

though disputable in the short-run, was nevertheless an entirely 

45 adequate explanation for the long-run. Explaining the basis 

of this difference Doppelt maintains that this in part results 

from the fact that the two explanations tackle different prob l em s 

or aspects of science. Wh ereas the object i v ists prefer to c om -

pare more or less finished theories, Kuhnian exponents prefer to 

investigate the complex structure of their the ories' actual 

internal development. Having been acquainted with the benefits 

of Kuhn's thesis by Doppelt, benefits which briefly stated are 

that his thesis supplies powerful arguments against some objecti-

vist models of scientific development as well as supplying a 

better explanation of short-run progress in science, the thing 

which has to be decided is whether there is any benefit to be 

gained from considering a heuristic component in theory develop-

ment. Sneed argues in support of this dualism, (as Lakatos was 

seen .to do earlier) but the formalistic presentation he has in 

45. There is an apparent contradiction in this statement in 
the sense that earlier it was reported that they were not 
reconcilable. However, the contradiction is only semantical 
and not substantive for the reconciliation above is such 
that it renders the formalistic notions of the positivists 
usele$s except in the illusive and undefined long-run. 
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mind is based around what Sup?e referred to earlier as 

the more acceptable semantic formalism rather than axiomatisation. 

Mattessich describes Sneed's formalism as "a rigorous set -

theoretical presentation of theory". 

Essentially Sneed's formalism requires the specification of three 

things. The theory (T), a core (K) and a set of intended appli-

cations (I). The theory presented as an ordered pair would be: 

The core, K, is comprised of a set of models, M, a set of possible 

models, Mp, a set of possible partial models, Mpp, a set of 

possible constraints on these models, C, and a set of variables 

such that 

K =<J1, Mp I Mpp ' c ' v > 
and T =<M, Mp , Mpp , C , v, I> 

(Sneed, 1971, Ch. 2) 

Sneed argues that in order to get acquainted with a newly 

encountered theory one needs to get hold of some basics and 

learn a series of pertinent applications at the outset. 

Reconciling this with Kuhn's notions of normal and revolutionary 

science, Sneed maintains that in periods of normal science the 

hard core will simply be expanded by new applications to get E. 

The expanded core would also contain a set of new constraints, 

C , a set of additional functions, v , and a set of special laws a a 

for corresponding applications, L • . In this case 

and 

E =<(!-t, Mp, Mpp, C , v , 

TE =<::M, Mp, Mpp, C, v, 

L, Ca' va> 

L, C , v , I> a a 
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Alternatively, in times of r evolutionary science the hard core will 

be exahanged for a n ew one . Commenting on the tie-up between 

Sneed's and his thesis , Kuhn s tated "A core , in sho rt , is a 

structure that cannot , unl i k e an e xpanded c o r e , be a8andoned 

without abandoning the c orrespond ing theory " (Kuhn , 19 76 , 187 ) . 

Rounding out t he rationale f or h is reconc i liation , Mattessich 

in his turn commen t s " In this way Sn eed ' s s t ructuralist appr oach 

permits a f o rma listic repr e sentation of the notion o f r evo lutionary 

progress as well as Kuh n's distinction between normal v e r sus 

r evolutionary scienc e " (Matte ssich, 1978 , 267) . 

The second examp l e in which, in the abse nce of knowledge about 

Mattessich 's work, we a ttempted t o reconci l e formalist and 

historical explanations of science concerned the work of Chambers . 

Chambers in his 196 6 work made reference to philosophical explana­

t ions from both an objectivist and subj ectivist standpoi nt. At 

the outset this dual reference appeared to be contradictory . 

Indeed i t was t o the extent that Chambers concerned himself wi th 

the formalism of the Received View. Howe ver , it was pointed out 

that Chambers ' view of objectivity was on his own inte rpretat ion 

more like that of Popper's than t he positivist 's . Accepting t his 

as a modification of position , it was the n demonstrated that the 

gulf between the objectivist view of Popper and the subjectiv ist 

view of Kuhn was not as acute as at first thought. Demonstrating 

his support for reconciliation based on a change of position, 

Mattessich commented "It s eems that in Feyerabend's later publi­

cations, the Weltans c hauungen analysis reached its limits. Thus 

it is hardly surpris i ng that the new synthesis (referring to the 



Sneed/S tegmuller structuralisn) &s found not in a continuation 

of this extreme subjectivism and philosophical nihilism, but in 

the quest f or a balanc e d view about t he interpla y between th e 

~ubject ive and the objective " (Ma ttessich , 1978, 265) (Emphas is 

added) . 

On the basis of this limited r e view of Mattessich's latest work, 

there is no doubting the fact that, despite making only a f ew 

cursory refe r ences t o accounting , it nevertheless presents 

accounting theorists with a significant challe ng e. The message 

is clearly t o e ithe r r e t oo l with e pistemological de vices to try 

and facilitate some common grounding or to c ontinue to bear the 

brunt of p r ofessional scorn f or failing to come t o some agree­

ment about what an accounting theor y should l ook like . Contrary 

to a widely h e l d be l ief though, the c ha l lenge which Ma ttess i ch 

puts out is not n e w, merely revitalised; conse quences of which 

are that it i s mor e obvious in its criticism and l ess p o lite 

in its respect for disciplinary and ideological boundaries. 
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Although as was stat ed earlier the writings of several individuals 

and groups had been pointing in this direction for some time 

before Mattessich's 1978 work, two publications stand out. The 

first stands out because it presents an example of the difficulties 

which Mattessich would contend accounting theorists will continue 

to face unless they adopt a holistic attitude to the study of 

their discipline. The second work stands out as an example of 

the sorts of insights and ideas which can be accomplished if 

one considers a wider epistemological frame of reference. 



Two Supporting Works 

The first work is by an Australian writer, Ian Tilley. The title 

of his (1972) wor k alone ' Accounting a s a Scientific Ende avour: 

Some Questions the American Theorist s t e nd to le ave unanswe r ed ' 

is suggestive of the less than ad e q uate app roa ch which American 

accounting theorist s , p e rhaps t he mos t active theorists over a ll, 

have adopted towa r d t h e a c c ou n ting/scie n ce controver sy . Tille y 

lists a number o f q u e s t i o ns ind icative o f which ar e 11 fl hat dis -

tingu is hes scienc e from non - scienc e ? (and ) Can a useful de ci sio n 

even be made betwee n what is scientific and what is not? 11 

(Tilley, 1972 , 28 8). Af t er discussio n o f t he various questio n s , 

Tilley conclude s in a l ong but significant statement that 11 I t 

is in the validation o f propositions that the A.A.A . and a number 

o f individual American theorists hope to s e e the benefits of 

s cience but strangely they have no t inquired into th e nature o f 

sc i enti f i c disc ou rs e - i n particular how a sci enti fic explana -

tion d i ffers fr om a nd is ' better ' than a non - scientific one , 

what i s the meaning o f the ' s c i e ntific me thod ' and whethe r i t 

pr ov i des c lear guideline s to base an accept/reject decision on 

the h ypothesis gene r ated by r esea r cher s ... Ex ac tl y wha t ' s c i ence ' 

means is stil l unclear i n t he philo sophy o f sc ienc e . An d y et 

many American academics pr o ce ed a s t houg h th e se qu es ti ons had 

been adequat e ly res o lv e d ... 11 (Tilley, 1972, 29 7) 46 

46. While Tilley sp e aks only about American theor i sts, it mu s t 
be remembered that theorists other t han ,Americans, at 
least in the opinion o f the author, are equally subjeot 
to his criticisms. 

114. 
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Having noted in the title of his work that the questions Tilley 

raises are questions theorists have left unanswered, Tilley 

appears to support by implication Mattessich's contention that 

those in applied disciplines, in this case accounting, should 

involve themselves more directly in these questions and hence 

epistemological analy sis. Indicative of the wide support with 

which the sentiments of Tilley are held, Gaffikin commented: 

"It (Tilley' s work) siunmarises (not intentionally) the theor>e -

t ica l articl e s in l eading journals . It present s ide as found 

in A . A . A . (197 .1a), A . A . A . (1 971b) , Pen man ( 1973 ) ., Tseli n (1 971) 

and Yu ( 1 976) " (Gaffi k in, 197 8b , 49) . 

The second work a l s o come s out of Au s t ra l i a but i s writte n by a 

New Zealander, Pr of es s or Murray We lls. This wor~ which appeared 

in July 1976 was the fir s t to disc uss, in anything but a cur sory 

manner, the association betwee n Kuhni a n a nalysis and accounting. 

The work appeared to be primarily designe d to provide a rationale 

for the various inflation accounting methods but in the process 

succeeded in creating an intuitively appealing image of Kuhnian 

analysis. After sununarising, in literal fashion, the details of 

Kuhn's thesis in the first section of the work, Wells likens the 

various inflation accounting methods to Kuhn's schools of thought. 

He then attempts to outline a possible disciplinary matrix and 

conjectures that accounting may be in Kuhn's crisis stage, 

resulting from the professional insecurity brought on by methodo-

logical debate. Although Wells comes to no conclusion (nor did 

it seems he intended to), he does present some interesting argu-
' 

ments. A similar work was produced by Diana Flamholtz in the 
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same year but her work has not been credited with the same success 

as Wells'. 'Ihere seem to be two reasons for this. First, the fact that she 

was pipped at the post so to speak by Wells' publication and 

second, more importantly, because unlike Wells, Flamholtz's 

attempt to relate Kuhn's analysis to financial accounting as a 

whole was considered too ambitious, a fact which caused Gaffikin 

to state " ... it is probably for this reason th a t her argument ~s 

unconvincing her sco pe is t oo broad " (Gaffikin, 1978b, 50). 

Forgetting this difference however , both works appear to enter 

into the spirit of Mattessich's challeng e - to carry out research 

on a front unrestricted by disciplinary or ideological bound a ries. 

Unfortunately, since the publication of these two works , little 

has been done either by the authors themse l ves or by others to 

develop and explore these ideas in full. In figurative terms it 

is as if one had breached the opposition's defence but failed t o 

take advantage of the opportunity to make headway. Perhaps even 

more damning is the fact since these works have been published, 

the comparative rate of these normative publications appear to 

have fallen off as compared to empirically based works which 

continue to flood accounting literature. 

The suggestions here is not however that empirical research 

should be done away with; rather that people become aware of the 

inadequacies of this sort of research and the potential benefits 

of alternative research methods. To try and state the problem 

succinctly, empiricism may result in the refining of a given 

idea but once that refining process has been completed, 
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empiricism only succeeds in a continual self-confirming of the 

refined idea. No successful questioning of the system, of which 

the idea is part, can be made. Such is the situation with 

historic cost. One could say that r e fining has taken place to 

the extent that we n ow h a v e a d justed h istoric cost but the not i o n 

of historic cost it se lf a s a comp l e t e sys tem has not b een s uc c ess-

fully questioned by empirical study nor i s it ever likely to be 

because empirical r e s earch cannot dire ctly g ive rise to, or 

support novel alterna tiv es, a f e ature n e ces s ary before t he re lin -

guishing of the old me thod will take place . This is so because 

the alternatives are ne c e ssarily prescriptive as compared to 

historic cost i.e. the y are not in use. This being the case, 

one must look for other sorts of explanations of these alterna -

tives other than empirical explanations. Such is the objective 

of investigation into new research me thods. 47 

A Necessary Prerequisite for Chang e 

On this interpretation then there is a definite need to shy away 

f 
. . 1 . . . 48 rom uncr1t1ca emp 1r1c1sm. However, the t a sk suggested is n o t 

going to be an easy one, schooled, inde ed i ndoctrina ted, as many 

4?. It is not ap propriate h e r e to become inv o lve d in a d etailed 
discussion of th e deficienci e s of empiricism or th e adv an ­
tages of other research methods. For this purpose, th e 
reader is advised to refer to Fey e rabend (1962) (1965) and 
(1969) which cover this discussion admirably. 

48. Uncritical ~ot in the sense of willingness to argue against 
an empirical position for this has become ·a chronically 
absurd obsession which more often than not increases rather 
than decreases confusion. Rather, uncritical in the s e nse 
of coming to grips with the inadequacie~ and . limitations of 
the empirical research method and being open-minded towards 
new research methods. 



118. 

people are in its method. It is not an impossible one however 

and in fact the answer to it is implied in the last sentence by 

the word 'schooled'. This word highlights the fact that education 

plays an important part in the establishing and entrenching of 

ideas. As Sir Alexander Fitzgerald wrote in 1940 "Th e kind o f 

research that c an be done by ac co un ta n t s depe nd s upo n th e k ind 

of education they r ec eiv e " (Birkett, 1972, 45). Contingent upon 

these ideas chang e demands a redirection in the education s ys t em . 

In this particular case however, success ful change d emands re­

education of the educators themse l v e s. Te achers must be taught 

that in a dynamic world one must adapt to change and that a 

necessary prerequisite for adaption i s the movement away from the 

teaching of dogma a nd perhaps more i mpor t a ntly dogmatic t eac h ing 

(teaching which d iscourages a student from be ing critical). 

Implicitly advocat i ng this soluti on , Chambers commented: "The 

history o f t h e devel opment o f knowledge c a u t i on s us against 

overr ating t h e e x tent of our kn o wledge at any t i me , an d a ga inst 

too strong a c omm1:tm ent to it " (Chambers , 1 9 66 , 36 5). 

Only when these notions have been successfully demonstrated to, 

and accepted by teachers, will accounting students, the academics 

and practitioners of tomorrow begin to reap the benefits; 

perhaps the most important of which is to learn to unlearn. For 

the purpose of facilitating this task epistemological research 

seems eminently suited. It will not only encourage the process 

of unlearning but aid in the foundations of new learning by simply 

showing how knowledge grows, in particular, giving some idea of 

what we can and cannot know. That this will prove extremely 
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valuable in terms of upgrading our system of education is implied 

by Sir Alexander Fitzgerald who wrote '' ... the k i nd o f educ a tio n 

that is pos sib l e d epend s upon t h e quality of the r e s ea r ch t ha t 

is d one" (Fitzgerald, reported in Birkett etal, 19 72, 45). What 

better way to improve the quality of research than by investigating 

its very nature; by making use of the field of knowledge (episte­

mology) which deals with ways of thinking (researching) about 

problems. 

To ensure that such a change in our education system comes about 

quickly, effectively and with the smallest amount of resistance, 

it is essential that both the theoretical and practical branches 

of the discipline are united in their support of this move. 

However, before this is like ly to ev entuate, academics and prac­

titioners need to be come aware of wha t methods and t e chniques 

the other is using. Ind i cati ng that t h is mutual awa r e ness i s 

vital for the futur e of the profession, Zef~ as a c onclusion t o 

a work dealing with practitioner rese arch,cornmented: " Th e i nt ere st s 

and c a pabiliti e s o f accou n t ing ac adem ic s today ar e v as t ly d iffer ent 

from thos e of onl y t e n ye ar s ago, an d i t ~s im portant f or t he 

future of the pr o f e ssion tha t aca demics a nd professionals u nd er­

stand each other's concerns and methodologies" (Zeff, 1973, 63). 

An Implication for Professional Research 

Having familiarised ourselves with the latest endeavours of 

accounting academics, following Zeff 's comment, it turns out to 

be useful to take a brief look at practitioner attempts along 

these same lines. This effort proves useful for two reasons. 
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First because it indicates just how practitioners go about con­

ceptualising and secondly, whether current academic endeavours 

provide any useful source of information regard i ng the consistency 

of such endeavours. To answer these ques tions, this work will 

take as example the c u rrent attempts (methods ) which the American 

Institute of Certified Practi sing Accountants (A .I.C. P.A .) through 

their Financial Accounting Standards Board are making (us ing) t o 

aid this task. 

The method of research adopted by the A.I .C . P . A. is based upon 

two simple features . First , a synthesis of the main ideas from 

the literature and second, a reliance on public comment in the 

form of questionna ires , written submissions and parti c ipation in 

pub lic debate . In t hese endeavours their efforts have been 

exempl ary . Unfortunate ly however, i t is apparent that these 

efforts are premised o n an inductive logic . From the fourth 

section of this thesis , it was noted t hat Popper questioned the t cna-

bility of such an approach . He even went as far as to deny the 

ex istence of such log i c . Additionally , Gaffikin has commented : 

"In the sense of achieving some theor etica l truth the F. A . S . B. 

e ff orts are in vain for it cannot be establis hed by fiat" 

(Gaffikin, 1979, 14). Commenting in similar fashion , the Amer ican 

Accounting Association Committee on Concepts and Standards for 

External Reports stated as one of its major conclusions that 

" ... theory closure cannot be dictated" (A.A.A., 1977, 44). Both 

of these qualifying remarks result from academic attempts t o come 

to an understanding of the theory construction process. Clearly 

they establish the problem with c urre nt practitioner undertakings 
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and in the process the usefulness of current academic endeavours 

as well as the usefulness of a comparison between the two. This 

in turn supports Zeff's notion that each side must make a concerted 

effort to get to know the other or else no comparison or, perhaps 

worse, misleading comparisons will be made . 

Some Support for Due Consideration Being Given to Feyerabend's 

Thesis 

One of the central themes to emerge from the current section has 

been the need to take a holistic but balanced view of the inter-

action between accounting and the philosophy of science. While 

there is evidence to suggest that accounting is heading in that 

direction, having given consideration (limited as it is) to ideas 

from three of the four theses discussed in section four, there is 

no evidence at all of attempts to determine the significance, if 

any, of Feyerabend's thesis in accounting. 49 

In section four of this thesis, a significant amount of spac e was 

accorded Feyerabend's thesis in an attempt to determine whether 

there was any substance to it. After reviewing three significant 

attempts to discredit his thesis, it was concluded that Feyerabend's 

work was largely unscathed. Furthermore, it must be noted 

that all three of his critics were in fact complimentary of much 

of his work. To sum up the essence of their criticism, they were 

critical of the fact that having discovered several significant 

49. There are however indications that some authors have 
encountered problems with respect to accounting and its 
latest research endeavours of a similar type as that 
discovered by Feyerabend. For a discussion of this, ref er 
to an explication of a work by Hakansson in Aitken, M.J. (1979). 
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problems with traditional notions of scientific development, 

Feyerabend had mistaken his problems for a solution. As one 

critic writes: urt is such a great pity to find that Feyerabend, 

hav ing d i scovered a beauti f ul problem regarding the function of 

s c ientific theories , and about t he use of intel l ectual standards 

in science , mistake s his problem fo r a s o lution to it , and purs u es 

i t no fu rther" (Ha ttiangadi, 1977, 302 } . 

With the knowle dge t ha t Feye r a be nd ' s work ha s much to o f fe r the 

philosophy of sc i e nce , i f no t as a finite so lut ion , t hen a t the 

v ery l e ast a s a bona f ide source of problem i denti f icatio n, one 

i s thus left to dec i de its re l evance i n accounting . Give n that 

F e ye r abend' s thesi s is a t heoretica l alternat i ve , and the fact 

t h a t one c annot provide any practical s uppor t for thi s type of 

alterna tiv e, t he only opt i on open t o o n e is to provid e some 

r a tional support. Ho wever, whil e the t e rm ' on ly' may suggest t o 

some, particularly empiri c i s t s , tha t thi s i s s e cond be st supp ort , 

the message o f thi s the sis a nd indeed the p a rtic ular arg ume nts 

to be put forward d i spute this cla im. 

The first argument r e sts on the combination of two well-supported 

propositions. First, the fact that there has been a general 

recognition since the 1950's, at least among the academic branch 

of the discipline, that scientific research is needed in accounting 

and secondly, the old but nevertheless significant adage, that "if 

something is worth doing it's worth doing well". In the imme diate 

case, if scientific research is worth considering at all, it is 

worth full and proper conside ration. Anything less than this can 



only succeed in defeating the purpose for which scientific 

research was de sired in the first p lace, namely , to attempt a 

more rigorous study of accounting . 

A second logical r eason which may be advanced in support of 

considering Feyerabend ' s thesis in accounting becomes apparent 
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in answer to what is a frequently voiced criticism of 

philosophical study in accounting. Name l y, that accounting seems 

to have progressed to date in spite of its l ack of concern for 

philosophical study . One may conjecture however that this 

progress is more a result of the natural vigour possessed by the 

patient than of the helpfulnes s of advi ce given by the docto r . 

Consequently, it does not seem unreasonab l e to posit tha t 

accounting might have been a lot further along the road of 

academic maturity than it is today , if e xplanations of 

scienti fic progress such as Feyerabend ' s we r e give n due 

consideration. 

Having t e ntative ly e stablished that Fe yerabend ' s t hesis may be 

worth some consideration in accounting , this does not however 

ensure that it will be considered for the arguments advanced 

were of a general rather than specific nature. As such, 

they could equally well be u sed in support of . investigating 

any idea in accounting. While it is contended that such an 

outlook should be an accepted policy of all disciplines 

interested in progress, it should also be made clear to those 

wh~ would prefer to believe that such a policy will result in the 

loss of accounting's core identity that this is not to be feared . 
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Providing a rational e f o r thi s , Erwin Schrodinge r
50 

wr ote: " No 

sci e nt ific structur e f a lls e n t ir e ly i n to ruin ; what is worth 

pr ese rv ing preserv e s i t s e lf and r equi r es n o pro t e c t ion ". 

Accepting this proposition however, does not mean that an indiv i-

dual must contemplate any and every idea for this is clearly 

impossible. The contemplation of ideas clearly follows some 

pattern or order of priority. This order of priority is often 

decided on how well the implications of the particular idea or, 

in this case, thes i s suit the desires of the person considering 

them. Just as Wells provided some po licy implications of Kuhnian 

analysis in acc ounting , it seems r elev ant t o do the same thing 

for Feyerabend. I t wi ll t hus e n ab l e some c on s ide r a tion in one ' s 

priority li s ting . 

§ome Policy Implications of Fe y e r a be nd ' s Th e si s 

Similarly sce ptical of t he tradit i ona l no ti o n of s c i en c e , 

Feyerabe nd ag r ees with Ku hn tha t t heor i es dev e loped in a ccordance 

with the "scientific me t hod " do no t e n s ure that knowledge is 

rational or progr e ssive. However, Feyerabend takes exception to 

what he describes as Kuhn's own inability to show how knowledge 

might progress. Specifically, Feyerabend argues that to contem-

plate as Kuhn does, the absence of alternatives until anomalies 

have occurred in the current "paradigm", is to put the cart before 

the horse. Against this Feyerabend argues that important anomalies 

in the prevailing paradigm will only arise if alternatives are 

50. · Taken from Schrodinger's Science and · th~ Human Temperam e nt. 
Translated with biographical introduction, by James Murphy, 
Allen & Vnwin, London, 1935 . 
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continually contemplated; that where a single theory stands 

unchallenged by "a different set of equally embracing principles", 

it unlikely to be confronted with evidence that could ever be 

seen as constituting a serious threat to its basic adequacy. 

Such is the simple but nonethel e ss significant argument for 

Feyerabend's methodological pluralism. 

Prior to demonstrating the major implications of Feyerabend's 

notion of scientific progress in accounting, it should first be 

noted that the term 'methodology' does not pertain to methods of 

accounting per se in the sense that to contemplate a differen t 

methodology is to necessarily contemplate a distinct method of 

accounting. On the formalist interpretation of Kuhn's thesis 

developed earl i er in this section, one may see that although 

there may be several theor i es with c ores , K, the i ntended 

applications, I, might very we ll overlap such that one ge ts 

something like the diagram in figure 1. 

Figure l 

This overlap between the four different theories signifies that 

there is some overlap between the components of the various 
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theories . I n a n accounting cont ext , t he substance of this over -

lap might very well be t he cont inuous historica l r ecor d of a 

firm' s transactions , a feature whi ch appears to remai n a constant 

i n a ll t he var i ous theori es . Thus, contempl ating Feyerabend's 

the sis doe s not mean that one must necessarily contemplate no 

un i formi t y of method. 

Given thi s preliminary remark , there are at least two major impli-

c ations of Feyerabend ' s thesis for accounting . First, that con-

t rary to current thought , the significant array o f existing 

the ories i n accounting do not constitute a state o f chaos in the 

discipline but rather a necess ary p r erequisite o f sc ienti f i c 

deve lopment . These various theories in account ing may be thought 

of as a lternative s which constant l y place major a nd mi nor aspects 

o f t he prevai ling paradigm under scrutiny . Acc o r dingly , it should 

be recogn ised that contempl at i ng progress demand s that one does not 

t r y and l i mit the number of a l ter natives but rather t he reverse . 

A s e c ond i mpl ication of Feyerabend ' s work is tha t accoun tants need 

to become mor e adven tur ous i n their out l ook . Speci f i c ally t hey 

need t o be l es s protective of t r ad i t i o n and correspond i ng l y mor e 

willing to thr ust a side i d e o l ogica l b ound a rie s and const raints. 

For the sake of making this latter argument more plausible a 
( 

qualification of the statement "accountants need to become more 

adventurous" is put forward. The substance of this qualification 

is that not every accountant needs to become actively involved in 

this research . Obviously this is an impossible ideal given t h e 



fact that most accountants have an immediate practical respon­

sibility. It is not however, an impossible ideal to hope that 

the efforts of those who do work in this field are understood, 

encouraged and supported by others, both from the standpoint of 

morale and financial support. To facilitate this understanding, 

once again it must be emphasised that the education system has 

a vital part to play. 

Summary 

This section has attempted to describe and evaluate ideas 

contained in various accounting works which have sought to 

establish a research tradition in accounting. Perhaps t he point 

most apparent fr om this study has been that considerable concern 

and speculation has surrounded attempts t o dete rmine a suitable 

methodological base to aid the theoretical structure of accoun­

ting. With few exceptions however , the a uthors all appear to 

127. 

have agreed on two basic points. First, that a scientific approach 

was needed, and second, that development necessitated recourse to 

other theoretically more mature disciplines (e.g. Economics). 

Whilst agreeing about these general ideas however, there has been 

considerable differences between individuals with respect to their 

understanding of science and the extent to which they see the 

experiences of other disciplines being used in accounting. 

Before the 1950's, references were frequently made tomanyof the 

more theoretically mature social sciences in establishing 

methodological prerequisites for theory development in accounting. 

After the 1950's however, references began to be made to more 



primary sources of methodological prerequisites. This has 

involved many a ccoun ting theorists in t he consideration of 

ideas from the ph iloso phy of scie nce . Again with few exceptions 

most accounting theorists appear t o hav e followed in the f oot­

steps of those in aca demically more matur e di sciplines who have 

opted for o b j e c tivist views of science , showing particular 

favouritism for the Receiv ed Vi e w. 

Although the Received Vi ew con tinues to p l a y a significant role 

in account i n g theory lite rature , e v i de nce d i n particular 

by t he wor k of Sterling (1976) , the decade of t he seventies 

has given ri s e t o a number of works ca l ling for c hang e or , at the 

very l east, j us t if i cation of present rese arc h met hods. Among 

a number of such works three were h i gh light ed . I n something of 

a c on t r overs i a l move , p r imary effort was directed toward dis ­

cussion of a work wh i ch d i d not di r e ctly dea l with accounting . 

The work was tha t of Richard Mat tessich . Howe ver, in oppo sition 

to those who would a rgue against the use of Mattessich 's work 

(and hence its r e l e vance in this thesis) because of its n on­

accounting base, it can in fact be said to have been prompted by 

Mattessich's extensive accounting experience. Central to 

Mattessich's work was the implication that accounting theorists 

and teachers (often one and the same) need to free themselves 

from traditional ideological constraints and become actively 

involved in the study of epistemology. 

The other two works discussed were shown to be representative 

of a number of works which had expressed, prior to Mattessich's 

128. 
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publication~ support for the basic notions Mattessich subsequently 

expounds. Recognising the widespread opposition to this type 

of study, it was conjectured that the answer to breaking down 

this opposition was dependent upon the flexibility of the 

education system, in particu lar the willingness of all in the 

accounting discipline to cooperate t oward mutual unde rstanding 

of the need for research. 
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CONCLUSION 

Accounting, according to Chambers 11 
••• has become th e subject 

of theorisin g lat e in life 11 (Chambers , 1955b, 428). This fa c t 

has associated with it both advantages and d i sadvantages for 

accounting. One of the advantages is that accounting is able to 

learn from the mistakes of other disci p lines , thereby saving 

itself a considerable amount of time and energy. A disadvantage, 

however, is that having not had the learning experience of the 

other disciplines, accounting to a large extent has its 

intellectual prestige decided by thinkers in other disciplines, 

who may or may not do potential accounting thinkers justice. 

Perhaps the most important disadvantage however is that if the r e 

is uncerta inty in t he di sc ipline to which accounting looks for 

guidance, this will inevita bly be r ef l ected i n accounting' s 

developme nt. 

The evidence presented in this work bears wi t ne s s to the fact 

that accounting ' s deve l opmen t has bee n anyth ing b u t certain. 

From a t l east the 1960 ' s whe n ac adem i c s and practitioners en rn a sse 

simultaneously b e gan to vo ice their dissatisfaction at the l a ck 

of methodological guidelines for research and practice respe ctively, 

accounting can seldom be portrayed in a greater state of flux. 

And yet in spite of this flux, never before as close to a 

solution to its problems, for the two major factions in accounting 

(academic and practitioner) had at last begun to address the 

conunon problem, i.e. the lack of research. 

The flux which has .eventuated has resulted in particular from 



the stepping up of academic efforts in the search for 

methodological prerequisities. This effort has involved a 

shift away from the methodological experience pr ovi ded by the 

traditio n ally al lied soc i a l s ciences , in particular economi cs , 

t o t he more primary sources of methodologica l exposition. This 

in turn has involved theorists i n the cons i deration of 

epistemological discourses f rom t he philosophy of sc i ence . 

Unfortunately howeve r, in common fault with many more advanced 

disciplines, most accounting theorists who entered this fi eld , 

adopted a v i ew of sc i e nce wh i ch had since the 1 950 ' s (te n t o 

twenty years ea rlie r} bee n the subject of seve re cr itici sm in 

the dis c ipline f rom whence the o r ig i nal v i ew came. Th i s vie w 

was known as the ~eceived View . Evi dencing the extent of this 

131 . 

crit icism, one aut hor comment ed '' T hese attac ks we r e s o succ e suful 

that by th e l ate J960 ' s a genePal consens us ha d b een reached 

that t he Received Vi ew was inadequate as a n ana l y s i s o f scientific 

(Suppe , 1974 , 4) . Al though there have been seve ral 

versions of this v i ew, the essential characteristics of it 

were that -

1. it was generally thought that the observatio n 

(empirica l} base o f scientific theories wa s theory 

neutral and correspondingly unproblematic. 

2. a link between the theory and observational planes 

was accomplished through a set of rules of correspon­

dence which purported to give theoretical terms 

operational meaning. 

3. theories were capable of and necessitated empirical 

confirmation or validation and 

4. theories in order to qualify as scientific had to be 



r educible to e l ementar y statement s o f experi e nce -

the r educ i b ility t hesis . 
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With r egard to the fir st of t hese , r ecent work b y a number o f 

philosophe r s i nc l uding Popper , Kuhn and Feyerabend has shown the 

untenability of thi s d i st i nction. Reasons put f orward to 

demonstrate this point inc l ude the fact that observat i o ns and 

facts are theory - laden and meanings theory - dependent. Commenting 

o n t his , o ne author stated "Sir Karl [Poppe r ] and I ar e united 

in opposition t o a number o f class i cal positi vism ' s most 

charact e ristic thes e s . We both empha siz~ , f or example , the 

inevitabl e entanglem ent o f scientifi~ obse r va tion wi th scienti fic 

theor y; we are cor r espo ndinuly sceptica l o f effor ts to produ~~ 

any neutral observat~: on lan9uor1e " (Kuhn, 1970, 2) . 

On t he subject of rul es o f correspondence it has been common ly 

claimed that they are void of significance because the y are not 

par t of theory at all. Agai nst the posit i vists who claim that 

t hese r u l es define and g i ve cogn i tive signi fica nce to theore t i cal 

t erms, a s we ll as spec i fying rules by which theory c an be app l i e d 

to phenomena , one author commented t hat t hey a r e mere l y 11 
• • • 

aux iliary hypotheses o f procedures for app lying the theory to 

phenomena 11 (Suppe , 19 74, 103 ). 

Popper's falsifi cationalist thes is de nies the thi rd cha racterist i c 

of theory verification and his argume nts also defe at t he pos i ­

tivist' s fourth characteristic o f theo ry reduction. Commenting 

about the untenability o f this latte r notion, Popper claimed that 

according to this notion, the positivists r uled out all s c i ence 
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including natural science "For scientific laws, to o , cannot be 

reduced to elementary statements o f expe rience 11 (Popper, 

1959 I S?). 

With the increasing recognition that the Received View fails to 

provide an adequate account of the way in which scientific 

knowledge progresses, philosophers of science have been driven 

toward consideration of alternative explanations. These have 

ranged from the Popper's falsificationalist thesis through to 

the dadist philosophy of Paul Feye rab end . 

The most notable of these alternatives was a thesis by Thomas 

Kuhn. Appearing as his thesis did b etwee n the two extremes 

is undoubtedly a featu re which served to attrac t peop le to it. 

Other reasons for its widespread suppo rt include its dynamic 

rather than static view of science and its capitalisation 

on the introduction of the human eleme nt i nto philosophy. In 

this latter r egard one author claimed that Kuhn's thesis 

11 b1•ou g ht man bock i.nt o the pictur e and reminded people o f a 

few conspicuous facts that tended to be o v e rlo o ked by 

scientists and philosophers alik e " (Baumberger, 1977, 3). 

In spite of the fact the Kuhn's thesis was shown to be a 

very attractive alternative among contemporary thinkers, it was 

evident that it had not and did not look like dominating 

philosophical thinking as the Received View had. Confirming this 
• 

contention Suppe commented 11The situation today, then, in the 

philosophy of ~cie~ce is this: the R~ceived View has been 



rejected, but no p rop o sed a lt e r n a t iv e analysis of theories 

enjoys wides pre ad acc e ptance " (Suppe, 1974, 4) .
48 

Given 

this state of affairs, it is little wonder that accounting 
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theorists have not agreed about a suitable theory construction 

procedure or been willing to investigate the potential of 

these new epistemological expla nations. 

In spite of this situation however, a handful of theorists have 

begun to brave the study o f episte mology. By and large t h ough, 

these attempts hav e bee n unde r s t a nda bly e xploratory in nature . 

With the exception o f one or t wo the orists, notably Wells 

and Flarnholtz who e nte rtaine d s ome policy implications of 

these theses fo r accounting, the works have been mainly 

conce rne d with suggesting that more effort needs to be devoted 

to corning to grip s with the philosophy of science as a 

49 
field of study. Among those to implicity or explicitly 

suggest this line (all of whom are assumed to be adherents of 

the notion that if something is worth doing, it is worth 

doing well) have been Chambers (1966), Sterling (1971), Tilley (1972), 

48. This bears remarka ble r e s emblanc e s to the current state of 
affairs in accounting a s b e tween historical cost and it s 
alternatives. Th e maj or alt e rnativ e s, in the philosophy of 
science howe ver, conjecture explanations for this state of 
affairs a nd so for th e re a son tha t they may provide insights 
into this situation, th e study of them seems worthwhile. 

4 9. Until th i s is done, policy implications such as those 
entertained in this thesis cannot hope to be anything 
novelties for the purpose of encouraging future 
epistemological training and analysis . 

, 

but 



the American Accounting Association (1971), Devine (1971), 

Williams and Griffin (1 969) and Mattessich (1978). 
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Of these works, Mattessich's is undoubted l y the most extreme and 

understandably the most controversial. Part of this controversy 

originates from the fact t hat in his latest work Mattessich 

accords no special place for accounting. Accounting is just one 

of a number of socia l sciences to which Mattess ich commends the 

study of epistemology. Accounting can howeve r claim s pecia l 

allegiance to hi s work , for it springs from Mattessich 's original 

experience and subsequ en t disillusionme nt with the state of accounting 

research, particularly as it affect ed accounting theory formation . 

In respon se to these inadequacies , Mat tessich's first r esponse , 

like others, was to seek to e stablish a n empirical scientific 

tradition in acco u nting a l o ng t he line s of the physical sciences. 

However , a f ter work in the area of me thodological investigation, 

spanning three d ecades , Mattessich has now come to realise that 

the empirical research method which is now thought of by many as 

the on l y research methodology conducive to progress , is really 

only part of what was and is needed; that the current efforts 

by those adopting this methodology claiming that they are 

assisting in the formulation of theoretical concepts is illusory. 

At best they are providing some statistical support for a given 

proposition. 

Mattessich claimed that to brush off the question "By means 

of ~hiah ariteria do I determine whether my hypothesis or theory 



is tenable? ... by citing some statistical rules of acceptance 

(the limitations of which are often eno ugh insu ffi ciently 

understood) would be gr ossly superficial " (Mattessich, 1978, 2). 

Mattessich concludes much later in his work that" .. . th e 

represent a tion of r eal ity makes sense on ly i f all of it, als o 

the r ealm of value judgements, is t a k en into account, and if 

atomistic philosophi es , l i ke logical posit ivism and critical 

rati onalism are abandoned in fav our of a more holistic outlook ' 

(Mattessich, 1978, 323 ). This sentiment, better than any other, 

expressess succinctly , the rationale for the current thesis. 

As e xp lained in the l a st s ec tion howeve r, the task of 

popular ising this most basic of all study is not going to b e 

an easy one for there appears to be a strong aversion toward 

moving outside the traditional accounting boundaries. This 

aversion appears to spring from t wo pr imary causes. First a 

natural fear of the unknown and second an intellectual laziness 

and protectiveness. Countering these notions will ultimately 

depend upon the facilitating capacity of the education system, 

in particular, the willingness of educators themselves to be 

open-minded towards change. In justification of the teaching 
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of epistemology, Mattessich commented, "the basic epistemology 

problems are the s ame for all empirical sciences, but some 

aspects as for example the methods of testing and verification ... 

degrees of involvement in value judgements, etc. vary greatly 

fro~ discipline. Hence there is a justification .for teaching 

epistemology in various academic faculties, or at least 

I 



arranging with one departm ent ~ p hi l osop hy of science s cours es 

for different areas " (Mattessich, 1978, 5). 

It is evide nt from this thesis that problems abound not only in 

the discipline of accounting but also in the philosophy of 

science. Deciding whether theories progress as revolutionary 

episodes as Kuhn suggests, or according to the 'anything goes' 

philosophy of Paul Feyerabend and additionally to what extent 

subjective versus objective fac tor s are relevant to the 

construction of theory, is still undecided . Given the problems 

in both fields, it is ev ident that research opportunities 

abound in both a r eas . It is to be hoped, as far a s accounting is 
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conc erned, however , that more r esearch is to be undertaken r ega r ding 

the suitability of r esea rch methods th emselves; that as a 

result of this, future res earchers are taught, among o the r thi ngs , 

to recognis e the ser ious defi c i e ncy of the empirical research 

method namely, entre nching one with a part icular given system 

of ideas. For thi s purpose conside ration of alternative thes es 

from the philosophy of science seems eminently sulted for they 

represent the most sophisticated attempts to date to develop 

alternatives to empiricism. 

In contrast to past efforts however, it is to be hoped and 

encouraged that in the true spirit of cooperation (so necessary 

for a holistic approach) that future research work in 

accounting and other so-called social sciences will provide 

support and direction for research being undertaken in the 

philosophy of science, which in its turn should give guidance 

to the research studies being undertaken in the more applied 

/ 
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disciplines. Commenting with respect to the benefits of such 

an association Mattessich stated "The communica tion between 

philosopher and scientist [he includes social scientists] is 

no one -way street; the more in ten sive the interchange becomes , 

the more signifi cant will be the c omm on e ndeavo ur" (Mattessich, 

1978,6) 

It is important however , to mak e sure that each r e tains its 

individuality and is not totally d ictated t o by the othe r, fo r 

then effort s at confirmation will fall into the same trap as 

appears to have happened with the empirical and Kuhnian frameworks 

of progress i. e . they would become self-val idating and perpe tuating . 

This p r oblem is just one of a number of problems which have 

failed to be addressed or even recognised by the ma jority of tho se 

trying to encourage the development of a "scientific" r e search 

tradition in accounting. It has failed to be addressed for the 

simple reason that investigation of sc i entific research strategies 

has been half-hearted in the sense that though people want the 

benefits associated with the label "Science" they are not willing 

to undertake the corresponding rigorous investigation demanded 

of a scientific discipline. 

In the specific situation with which this work has concerned 

itself, it is evident that the majority of those interested 

in scientific models of progress have violated the criteria of 

rigour by failing to pay attention first, to the extent to .. 
. 

which the models which they have adopted have been accepted in 

their own field, and secondly , to the criticisms which have been 

directed against these models. 
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On this interpretation therefore accountants, academic or otherwise, 

are in no position at this point to assess the possible benefits 

of applying scientific research methods in accounting because 

their knowledge of science is far too elementary. This is not 

to suggest however that this sort of understanding is beyond them or 

irrelevant. Given the generally agreed propositions that accounting 

is desparately in need of a research tradition, that the 

"scientific'' research tradition remains the only research trad ition 

of any substance, and that the accountant's ability to understand, 

does not inhibit him from coming to grips with these areas of 

concern, what is called for is a much greater understanding 

of these ideas. To put the matter succinctly - a little philosophy 

and history of science may make people mentally rigid. Only 

if we go on learning more and more of it - go on "unlearning " 

it - will it correct its own deficiences gradually and help us 

to reach the required elasticity of the mind. 



BIBLIOGRAPHY 

American Accounting Association, 197la, 'Report of the Committee 
on Foundations of Accounting Measurement', 
Accounting Review, 46, Suppl., 1971, pp 1-4 8. 

, 197lb, 'Report of the Commi ttee 
~----------------;----on Accounting Theory Construction and Verifica-

tion', Accounting Review, 46, Suppl., 1971, pp 
53-79. 

, 1972, 'Report of the Committee 

140. 

~------------=-~--....,.---on Research Methodology in Accounting', Accounting 
Review, 47, Suppl., 1972, pp 399-520. 

American Accounting Association Committee on Concepts and Standards 
for External Reports Statement on Accounting Theory 
and Theory Acceptance, American Accounting 
Association, 1977. 

American Accounting Association Committee to Prepare a Statement 
of Basic Accounting Theory A Statement of Basic 
Accounting Theory, American Accounting Association, 
1966. 

Accounting Principles Board, 1962, 'Statement by A.P.B. on A.R .S. 
1 and 3, J ournal of Accountancy, May 1962, pp 9-10. 

Aitken, M.J., 1979, 'Accounting Theory - A Philosophical Perspective 
Proceedings from the Accountants Association of 
Australia and New Zealand, August 1979. 

, 1980, The Application of Science Policy 
------- in Accounting , Occasional Paper 2.8 , Massey 

University Business Faculty, March 1980. 

1980, What is Accounting Theory, Unpublished paper . 

Baumberger, J., 1977, 'No Kuhnian Revolutions in Economics', 
Journal of Economic Issues, 11, March 1977, pp 
1-20. 

Bedford, N. and Dopuch, N·., 1961, "Research Methodology and 
Accounting Theory - Another Perspective", 
Accounting Review, 36, 3, pp 351-61. 

Birkett, W. and Walker, R., 1972, 'Professional Ideas on Research 
I 

in Accounting: Australia 1930-49, Abacus, June 
1972, pp 35-60. 

Buc~ley, J., Buckley, M. and Chiang, H., 1976, Research Methodology 
an·d Bu·s ·in·e·ss Decisi·ons, National Association of 
Accountants and the Society of Industrial 
Accountants of Canada, 1976. 



Chambers, R.J., 1955a, 'Blueprint for a Theory of Accounting', 
Accounting Research, 6, January 1955, pp 17-25. 

---------, 1955b, 'A Scientific Pattern for Accounting 

141. 

Theory' Australian Accountant, 25, October 1955, 

---------

pp 428-434. 

, 1957, 'Details for a Blueprint', Accounting Review, 
32, April 1957, pp 206 - 15. 

1960, 'The Conditions of Research in Accounting', 
Journal of Accountancy, 110, December 1960, pp 
33-39. 

, 1966, Accounting, Evaluation and Economic 
--------- Behavior, Prentice-Hall, Englewood Cliffs, 

February 1966. 

-------~ 
, 197la, 'Accounting Theory Construction', Proceedings 

of the Third International Conference on Accounting 
Education, Sydney, October 1972, pp 138-151. 

, 1973, 'Observation as a Method of Inquiry - the --------- Background of Securities and Obscurities', 
Abacus, 9 , December 1973, pp 156-175. 

, 197 4 , 'The Obj e ctives of Accounting', Singapo r e --------- Acco untant, 9, 1974, pp 39-45. 

Chalmers, A.F., 1976, What is this thing called Science, Uni vers i ty 
of Que ensland Press, 1976. 

Corbett, P., 1965, Ideologies, Hutchinson of London, 1965. 

Devine, C., 1960, 'Research Methodology and Accounting Theory 
Formation', Accounting Review, 35, 3, 1960, pp 
387-399. 

Doppelt, G., 1976, 'Kuhn's Epistemological Relativism: An Inter­
pretation and Defense', Inquiry, 21, 1976, 
pp 33-86. 

Feyerab~nd, P.K., 1962, 'Explanation, Reduction and Empiricism', 
in Feigl-Maxwell (eds) Minnosota Studies in the 
Philosophy of Science, 3, pp 28-97. 

, 19 6 5, 'Problems of Empiricism' , in Colodny ( ed) 
--------- Beyond the Edge of Certainty, Prentice-Hall, 

pp 233-267. 

----------, 1969, 'Problems of Empiricism, part 2' in 
Colo d n y (ed) The Nature and Function of Scientific 
Theory, Prentice-Hall, 1969. 

, 1975, Against Method, N.L.B. 1975. ----------



Feyerabend, P.K., 1978a, 'From Incompetent Professionals to 
Professionalized Incompetence - The Rise of a 
New Breed of Intellect uals , · Philosophy of the 
Social Sciences, 8, 1 978 , pp 37-53. 

~~~~~~~~~ 

, 1978b , ' Reply to Tibbetts and Hattiangadi', 

142. 

Philosophy of Social Sciences, 8, 2, 1978, pp 184-
1 8 6 . 

Flamholtz, D., 1976, 'The Structure of Scientific Revo lutions and 
its Implications for the Development of Accounting 
Policy ', Working Paper No 27 , Academy of Accounting 
Historians, August 1 976 . 

Gaffikin, M.J., 1978 a , ' What is Accounting Theory', - Unpub l ishe d 
paper , Massey University Facul t y of Business 
Staff Seminar . 

~~~~~~~~ 

~~~~~~~~ 

, 1978b , A Critical Analysis of The Methodo l ogy of 
Selected Major Ac co unting Theorists Since 196 0. 
Unpublished Masters thesis, Massey Uni versity , 
Faculty of Business, 1978. 

, 1979, ' Accounting Science and the Currently 
Respectable Accounting Position ', Unpublis hed 
pape r, Sydne y University Department of Accounting 
Staff Seminar. 

Glautier, M., 1973, 'The Idea of History - A Historical Perspective 
The Accountants Magazine, August 1973 , pp 4 37-
442. 

Goldberg, L., 1977, 'The Accountan t as a Scientist', from the 
Proceedings of the Account ing Association of 
Australia and New Zealand, 1 97 7. 

Green, D., 1966, 'Evaluat i ng the Accounting Literature', 
Accounting Review, J a nuary 1966. 

Henderson, S. and Peirson, G., 1975, Issues in Financial Acco unting, 
Longmans Cheshire Pty. Ltd., Melbourne, 1975. 

, 1977, An Introduction to Financial 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~--

Accounting Theory, Longmans Cheshire Pty . Ltd., 
Melbourne 1977. 

, 1978, 'Does Accounting Research 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~-,-~~--

Matter', Accounting and Business Research, Winter, 
1978, pp 25-33. 

Hendricksen, E., 1977, Ac·counting Theory, Richard D Irwin (3rd ed), 
1979. 

Hattiangadi, J.N., 1977, 'The Crisis in Methodology: Feyerabend", 
Phi·1o·so·phy ·o·t · Social "Scien·c·es, 7, 19 77, pp 2 89-
302. 



Hattiangadi, J . N., 19 78 , ' P l ayphilo s opher ', Ph i l osoph y of t he 
Socia l Sci e n ces, 8 , 1 9 78 , pp 59-61. 

Ijiri, Y. , 196 7, The Foundations of Account ing Meas urement: A 
Mathemat~cal , Economi c a nd Behavi our a l 
Enqui ry , Prent i ce- Ha l l , 1967. 

143. 

, 1972 , ' The Natu re of Account i ng Research', in Resear ch - - --- Methodology, Sterling , R . (ed) , Scho l ars, 1972 . 

, 1975 , Theory of Accounting Meas urement , Amer i c an - ---- Accounting Assoc i a tion Studies in Account i ng 
Review , No . 10 , 1975. 

Kam, V. , 1 973, ' Judgement and Scientific Trend in Accounting ', 
Journal of Accountancy , 135 , Febr ua r y 1 973 , 
pp 52 - 57. 

Kuhn , T ., 1962 , The Structure of Scientific Revol ut i ons , Un i vers ity 
of Ch i cago Press , 1962. 

, 1 970, ' Logic of Discovery or Psychology of Research ', ----- in Lakatos , I. and Musgrave , A. (eds) Critic ism 
a nd the Gr owth of Knowledge , 1970 , pp 1- 2 3 . 

Kul ka , T ., 1977, ' How Far Does Any thing Go? Comments on Feyera bend ' s 
Epistemological Anarchism ' , Philosophy of Social 
Sciences, 7 , 1977 , pp 277 - 289 . 

La katos, I ., 197 0 , Criticism and the Gr owth of Knowledg e , with 
Musg rave , A, Cambridge University Press , 1970 . 

------, 1974, ' The Role of Crucial Experiments in Science ', 
Studies in History and Phi losophy of Science , 4 , 
1974 . 

Laudan , L. , 1977 , Progress and its Problems : Towar ds a Theory of 
Scientific Growth , Routledge& Kegan Paul , 19 7 7 . 

McDonald , D. , 1 97 2, Comparative Accounting Theor y , Addi s on-Wes l ey 
Publ i s h ing Company, 19 7 2 . 

Ma gee , B. , 1973 , Popper , Fontana/Collins , 1973 . 

Mattes sich, R., 1 964 , Accounting and An alytical Me tho ds, 
Ri chard D. Irwin , 1964. 

-------~' 1 9 68, On the Truth, Accept ability a nd Verification 
o f Accounting Propositions, Working Paper No .7 
University o f Br itish Co l umbia, Faculty of 
Commerce and Business Administration, Octobe r 
1968 . 

1970, 'Some Thoughts on the Epistemology of 
Accounting' P'roceed{n·gs· .f ·r ·orn 2n'd· I n ternational 
C'o·n·fere·nce of Acco'Unti·ng· Educators, London, 
pp 46-53. 



Mattessich, R., 1912, 'Methodological Preconditions and Problems 
of A General Theory of Accounting', Accounting 
Review, 47, 1972, pp 469-487. 

, 1978, Instrumental Reasoning and Systems Methodo---------- logy, D. Reidel Publishing Company, 1978. 

Most, K., 1977, Accounting Theory, Grid Inc., 1977. 

Mueller, G.G., 'International Accounting Standards and Problems', 
The Accountaht, 177, October 1977, pp 446-449. 

Pike, R., 1979, 'No accounting for intuition', Management 
Accounting, July/August 1979, pp 20-21. 

Popper, K., 1959, The Logic of Scientific Discovery, Hutchinson 
of London, 1959. 

"144. 

, 1963, Conjectures and Refutations, Routledge and Kegan ------ Paul, 1963. 

Rappaport, A.P., 1976, Adap ti on and Maladaption in So c i al Sy s t ems 
in Ethi ca l Basis o f Economic Freedom, Hill, I (ed ) 
(Amer ica n Viewpoint I nc., 1976). 

Shapere, D., 1964 , ' The Structure of Scientific Revolutions', The 
Phi l osoph ical Re v i e~ , 73 , 1964 , pp 383-3 94 . 

Schef f ler, I ., 19 72 , ' Vision and Re voluti on: A Postscript o n 
Kuhn ', Phi l osophy of Science, 39 , 1 9 72, pp 366-
374 . 

Sneed, J.D., 1971, The Logical Structure o f Mathematical Physics , 
D. Reidel Publishing Company, 1971. 

Sterling, R.R., 1967, 'Elements of a Pure Accounting Theory', 
Accounting Review, 42, January 1~67, pp 67-73. 

---------, 1970a, 'On Theory Construction and Verification', 
Accounting Review, 45, 1970, pp 444-457. 

---------' 1970b, The Theory and Measurement of Enterprise 
Income, University of Kansas Press, 1970. 

, 1975, 'Towards a Science of Accounting', Financial 
-------- Analysts Journal, Sept-Oct, 1975, pp 28-36. 

, 1976, 'The Nature and Verification of Theories' --------- in Previts, G. (ed), Accounting Research Convocation, 
University of Alabama, November 1975. 

Suppe, F., 1974, The Structure· of Scientific Theories, University 
of Illinois Press, 1974. 



Tibbetts, P., 1977, 'Feyerabend's 'Against Method': The Case 
for Methodological Pluralism', Philosophy of 
Soci~l Sciences, 7, 1977, pp 265-275 

Tilley, I., 1972, 'Accounting as a Scientific Endeavour: Some 
Questions the American Theorists tend to leave 
unanswered', Accounting and Business Research, 
Autumn 1972, pp 287-297. 

Tricker, R., 1978, Research in Accounting , Arthur Young Lecture 
No.l, University of Glasgow Press, 1978. 

145. 

Wells, M., 1976, 'A Revolution in Accounting Thought?", Accounting 
Review, 51, July 1976, pp 471-482. 

Whyman, P., 1979, 'In search of a satisfactory accounting theory' . 
Accountancy, October 1979, pp 76-77. 

Williams, D.L., 1975, 'The Socio-Psychological Foundations of 
Scie ntific Change', Unpublished Masters' Thesis, 
Department of Psychology, Auckland University 
N.Z., 1975. 

Williams, I and Griffin, C., 1969, 'On the Nature of Empi r ic a l 
Verification in Accounting', Abacus, 5, 196 9 , 
pp 143-178. 

Woodger, I.H., 1939, The Technique of Theory Construction, 
University of Chicago Pre ss, 1 939 . 

Yu, S., 1976, The Structure of Accounting Theory , University of 
Florida Press . 

Zeff, S.,197 2 , Forg i ng Accounting Princip l es in Five Countries: 
A History and an Analys is of Trends, Arthur 
Andersen Le cture Serie s (Stipes Publishing Co ., 1972) 

1973, Forging Accounting Principles in Australia, 
Australian Society of Accountants, 1973. 

1974, 'Comments on Accounting Principles - How They are 
Developed' in Sterling, R.R. Institutional Issues 
in Public Accounting,' Scholars Book Co., 1974, 
pp 107-144. 

1974, 'The Communication Gap: The Researcher and the 
Practitioner', with Hofstedt, T.R. The Accountants 
Magazine, January 1974, pp 18-21. 


