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Critical Studies in Accounting Research, Rationality and Habermas: A 
Methodological Reflection
Abstract
This paper emanates from the idea that embarking on a major (critical) accounting study is 
dependent upon the way in which the researcher: (a) resolves the methodological disputes 
in “the doing of research?and (b) relates this to the analyses at the action-oriented level, 
that is, at the level of empirical investigation.  To reflect on and enhance critical 
understanding at these two levels accounting researchers have adopted various approaches 
from other than accounting discipline. One of such approaches that has been adopted by the 
accounting researchers is the framework of Jurgen Habermas (cf Laughlin 1987, 1991; 
Arrington and Puxty 1991).  This paper enhances further understanding of Habermas's 
methodological positions including understanding of a nature of the critical studies in 
accounting research.  We argue, despite the doubt about the relevance of Habermas's 
thoughts for accounting (Arrington and Puxty 1991), the consideration of the notion of 
emacipatory interest (only) can be considered a potential methodological advancement in 
making sense of researching accounting as an interested social and institutional practice. 
Key words: Critical Studies in Accounting Research, Socio-theoretical Rationality, 
Methodology, Habermas.
Introduction
Over the last two decades a wide range of studies has been conducted using the alternative 
theoretical stance and strategies to the "mainstream accounting research" (Chua 1986) which are 
generally known as critical studies in accounting research (cf Burchell et al 1980,  Cooper 1981, 
1983; Berry et al 1985, Laughlin 1984, 1987; Hopwood 1987, Loft 1985, Lehman and Tinker 
1985, Tinker and Neimark 1987, Neimark and Tinker 1986, Miller and O'Leary 1987, 
MacIntosh 1990, Arrington and Francis 1989, Armstrong 1984, 1987, 1991; Booth 1991, Robson 
1991, 1992; Preston et al 1992, Chua 1994). These critical studies are based on differring 
thoughts and theories of interests.  
One of the main foci of these critical studies in accounting research is striving for a more 
self-reflexive and contextualised accounting literature which recognises the interconnections 
between society, history, organisations, accounting theory and practice, to an extent not 
previously contemplated.  Not only are critical accounting researchers critical of conventional 
accounting theory and practice of the "functionalist" (cf Burrell and Morgan 1979), they also are 
critical of the alternative approaches which they have advanced, that is, they do not consider all 
these approaches as some homogeneous set (see Laughlin and Lowe 1990, p35). Despite the 
diverse range of expressions as to the theoretical underpinning necessary for understanding and 
relating accounting theory to practice amongst the critical accounting researchers, a common 
feeling for accounting research is that the theoretical considerations are looming large in 
developing accounting theory as well as the doing of research.  In this sense, embarking on a 
major critical accounting study is dependent upon the way in which the researcher (a) resolves 
the methodological disputes in the doing of research and (b) relates this to the analyses at the 
action-orientation level, that is, at the level of empirical investigation'.This paper aims to 
further develop an understanding on these linkages.  In so doing, it adopts Habermas’s thoughts 
and theses.  
The initiation of Habermas’s approaches into accounting research was carried out by 
Laughlin with a seminal study on the Church of England in the UK (Laughlin 1984).  This was 
followed by a publication in Accounting, Organisation and Society in 1987 (Laughlin 1987).  
Laughlin (1987) has explored Habermas's approach in reflecting on and enhancing a critical 
understanding of accounting systems that operate in an organisational context.  He proclaims that 
Habermas's critical thoughts and approaches have the greatest potential both as a methodological 
approach for understanding and changing accounting system design and for investigating social 
phenomena more widely. 
In a contrasting study, Arrington and Puxty (1991) have cast doubt on the appropriateness of 
Habermas for accounting. They argue that Habermas's work is massive and complex (p32). They 
argue:
We will conclude with a brief comment on Habermas' controversial status. Like his critics, we 
have our doubts about his programme; but, we would add, vulnerability to frequent critique is a 
sign of a regorous scholar.  (p52)
Despite the above doubt over the relevance of Habermas's thoughts for accounting 
(Arrington and Puxty 1991), this paper aims, as stated earlier, at a further understanding of 
Habermas's methodological positions.  The ultimate concern of this evaluation is to make sense 
of Habermas's methodological corollaries (if any) from the viewpoint of a researcher and how 
they can be intertwined with methods in carrying out research on accounting as social and 
institutional practice.
The organisation of the paper is as follows.  The paper begins by examining the nature of 
the critical studies in accounting research.  It then enters into a debate over the consideration of 
the concept of rationality in critical accounting research.  In so doing, it draws on, first, a brief 
account of the notion of rationality and its applicability at two distinct levels: the meta-
theoretical (or methodological) level and the action-orientation level.  Secondly, it draws on 
an account of socio-theoretical rationality in theorising accounting effects on economic and social 
life.  Finally, an apprehension of this socio-theoretical rationality is enhanced adopting the 
critical thoughts of Jurgen Habermas.
Critical Studies in Accounting Research
There are many labels for 'critical accounting' or 'critical studies in accounting research'.  For 
example, MacIntosh (1988) has advanced the label 'critical accounting movement'; other labels 
have included 'critical accounting' (Cooper & Hopper, 1990), 'critical accounting literature' 
(Neimark and Tinker, 1986), and 'critical studies' (Cooper and Hopper 1987; Laughlin, Hopper 
and Miller 1989).  Laughlin (1987) uses the term 'critical theory' to mean 'critical social theory', 
especially German critical theory.  Some others also use the term 'critical theory' to mean French 
critical theory. 
These terminological differences may mean different things to different accounting theorists 
and researchers.  If the expression 'critical studies' is used in accounting as the general umbrella 
concept of this research school, it is possible to question the ultimate concern of 'critical studies' 
in accounting.  In this regard, apart from the primary objective which is to challenge 'positivist' 
epistemology, Cooper and Hopper (1987, p411) argue that it is a concern with accessing the 
significance of accounting as a set of everyday practices and as a series of theoretical discourses 
central to studies in accounting.  A second concern is that "critical studies in accounting (are) 
frequently concerned to explicate a theory of interests in understanding accounting practice and 
theory" (p411).  Laughlin, Hopper and Miller (1989, p4) argue that the notion of critical study 
has taken such a form in order "to identify and document the role that sectional interests play in 
accounting".  In an introduction to an anthology of 'critical papers' Cooper & Hopper state that 
"critical accounting arose both as an expression of attempts by scholars within accounting to 
apply fresh, typically nonfunctionalist, theoretical insights into the effects of accounting within 
organisations and society" (1990, p1). 
Since the early 1980s the critical accounting literature has advanced using a diverse range of 
expressions as to the theoretical underpinning necessary for understanding and relating 
accounting theory to practice.  One of the main features of this tradition has been that theoretical 
considerations have loomed large in developing accounting theory, characterised by a theoretical 
openness and an awareness of developments in other relevant disciplines.  Cooper and Hopper 
state that "critical accounting is critical of conventional accounting theory and practice and, 
through critical social science theory, it seeks to explain how the current state of accounting has 
come about" (1990, p2). This critical accounting research has emerged as accounting researchers 
have begun to challenge the 'positivistic' notion of theory testing in accounting, which to an 
extent is not previously contemplated.  More generally, this critical accounting research emerged 
when accounting researchers began to systematically question the soundness of the philosophical 
assumptions that underlie 'mainstream accounting research' (cf Gaffikin 1984, Chua 1986).  A 
reason for this challenge is that positivists' mathematical models are limited to a few variables 
and statistical tests, constrained by the available data, and fail to understand accounting as an 
interested social and institutional (organisational) practice and the links between accounting 
theory and practice.  Thus, it is not surprising that accounting researchers have come to realise 
'how little we know about the actual functioning of accounting systems in organisations' 
(Hopwood 1979, p145). With this realisation critical accounting researchers resisted the 
traditional view that accounting is no more than a technical phenomenon (in a positivistic sense).  
It is argued instead that accounting has wider social ramifications.  
It also is argued that the information that is produced by accountants cannot be viewed as 
value-free or neutral.  This suggests that neither accounting nor organisations can be isolated 
from the social contexts in which they exist (Hopwood 1983). In other words, neither accounting 
nor organisation has a significant independent existence; rather, they are symbiotic and this also 
has social ramifications (cf Hopwood 1978, 1983, 1986; Burchell et al, 1980; Neimark and 
Tinker 1986, Cooper and Hopper 1987; Amstrong 1987, 1991; Laughlin 1987, 1991; Booth 
1991, Preston et al, 1992).  However, many actors other than accountants play a significant role 
within an organisation (Chua and Degeling 1989) and, in a broader sense, within society.  In this 
sense, it becomes necessary in the accounting research arena to consider a broader framework 
that should ultimately provide a richer methodological guide-line in enhancing our understanding 
of how accounting works in practice.  This necessity has led accounting researchers to advocate a 
more diverse range of theoretical and practical issues during the last two decades, and this is 
known as the 'critical accounting movement'.  The research carried out in this tradition is 
generally known as 'critical studies' in accounting. 
Thus far, a diverse range of theoretical and methodological underpinnings has been brought 
into critical accounting research arena in order to investigate how accounting is related to society, 
politics and organisational functioning.  However, it also becomes apparent that there is an 
incoherence regarding the state of "knowledge claim" (ie, the methodological issues) within 
critical studies in accounting.  In other words, although there is common agreement among 
critical accounting researchers in their rejection of 'functionalist' thinking (Burrell and Morgan, 
1979), according to Laughlin and Lowe (1990, p35), "it would be wrong to see the alternative 
approaches which they advance as some homogeneous set".  A wide range of alternative 
theoretical approaches has been advanced and examined in order to enhance understanding and a 
summary is given in Table 1 below :
Although there exist dissimilarities among these diverse perspectives, a common feature 
amongst the authors of this tradition is that they share a common feeling for accounting research 
in that it needs to be considered within a broader societal context, and that the development of 
theory needs to be considered open and refutable.  Mainstream 'positivists'  rarely accept such an 
evaluation, which amounts to 'criticism(s) of their own tradition' (Chua 1986, p626).  Schutz 
(1973, p130) refers to them (positivists) as belonging to an unquestioned tradition.  Gaffikin 
(1989) argues that research of the positivist's tradition is commonly advanced as a 'paradigm 
knowledge-yielding enterprise'.  It is sometimes argued that research from the positivist 
perspective is seeking answers only to the research questions the researchers construct.  In 
general, the performance of answers is judged on the basis of the generality of theory from 
complex issues into a traceable representation, and this is the basis of acceptance of a particular 
research endeavour (Chowdhury 1986). 
 Table 1   Alternative Theoretical Approaches within Critical Studies in Accounting
(a)
those who utilise symbolic interactionism and ethnomethodology (Colville 1981, 
Berry et al., 1985; Boland and Pondy 1986, Preston 1986; Dent 1990, Covaleski and 
Dirsmith 1988, Hines 1988, Jablonsky 1986, Lavoie 1987, Chua 1988);
(b)
those who rely on political economic (including Marxian) approaches (Cooper 1980, 
Tinker 1980, Cooper & Sherer 1984, Neimark & Tinker 1986, Willmot 1986, 
Armstrong 1987, Hopper et al, 1987);
(c)
those who propound the merits of Habermasian critical theory (Laughlin 1984, 1987, 
1988, 1991, MacIntosh 1990, Broadbent et al 1991, Day 1992, Chua and Degeling 
1993);
(d)
those who utilise the Foucauldian approach (Burchell et al. 1985, Hopwood 1987, 
Loft 1985, Miller & O'Leary 1987, Hoskin & Macve 1988, Hopper et al 1990);
(e)
those who utilise Giddens's structuration theory (Roberts and Scapens 1985, Capps et 
al 1989, Chew 1992);
(f)
those who utilise Gramsci's concept of hegemony (Lehman & Tinker 1985, 
Richardson 1987); 
(g)
those informed by the thinking of Derrida's deconstructionism (Tinker & Neimark 
1987, Arrington & Francis 1989, MacIntosh 1990b);
(h)
those who are claiming to be social constructionists (Chua 1986b, 1993; Hines 1988, 
Preston et al, 1992);
(i)
those who are claiming to be critical structuralist (Armstrong 1984, 1985, 1987, 
1991, Booth 1991).
(j)
those who propound the merits of technoscientists' approaches such as actor-network 
theory in studying 'accounting-in-action' (Robson 1991, 1992; Preston et al 1992, 
Lodh 1994, Chua 1994).
The central theme of this paper is not to provide an exclusive coverage of the critiques of 
'positivism' in accounting research as that has been covered in several papers in the critical 
accounting tradition and elsewhere (cf Lowe et al 1983, Chua 1986, Sterling 1990, Gaffikin 
1988, 1989; Hunt and Hogler 1988).  Rather, attention is drawn to enhance understanding of 
critical studies in accounting research and their thrust towards understanding the problematic 
'knowledge claim'.  So far, the detail of each individual perspective, as has been indicated above, 
is neither discussed nor has the agency been assumed.  Nor can it be assumed that these 
perspectives offer the same conclusions.  Some may argue that these diversities have created 
dysfunctions in the accounting research arena. That is, they result in incoherence and diversity 
about the 'knowledge claim', especially to those who argue against the view that accounting 
research is a 'multi-paradigm' discipline [cf Cooper 1983, Chua 1986, Hopper and Powell (1985) 
who followed Burrell and Morgan (1979)].   
A different view has been posited by Laughlin and Lowe (1990) who argue that "despite the 
view of people like Giddens and Foucault, whose ideas have been adopted by some of the new 
wave of accounting thinkers, who maintain that the opposites can be held in dynamic balance 
making the choice unnecessary and counterproductive, we (Laughlin and Lowe) would maintain 
that the key dimensions highlighted in the Burrell and Morgan's framework are mutually 
exclusive, where choices are necessary in the formulation of any approach to research into 
accounting systems design" (p36).  Laughlin and Lowe (1990) go on to argue that the different 
perspectives are, somehow or other, well suited to the three categories of Burrell and Morgan's 
(1979) classification of social theories with the exception of the 'functionalist' paradigm.  
Laughlin and Lowe (1990) further argue that critical accounting researchers have a common 
understanding that field study in accounting is emergent and also recognise the need for the 
rejection of the 'functionalist' paradigm.
It is Laughlin and Lowe (1990) who claim that this choice of perspective in the doing of 
critical accounting research is necessary but they do not then clarify why it may be so.  Therefore, 
in order to clarify further - that is, whether the 'choice of perspective is necessary or not' - the 
following explanation is suggested.  If it is assumed that the above perspectives (a through j 
above) can explain a particular phenomenon or object domain (x) with the same expected 
achievable results then, logically, any choice is unnecessary for it is expected that the same 
results can be achieved irrespective of the perspective chosen.  Thus, despite their theoretical 
differences, it does not matter which perspective is chosen.  However, if it is assumed that 
different realities (say k to t) are respectively suitable for corresponding to (a through j) 
perspectives, then a 'choice is necessary'.  Or, it can be argued that if any perspective can better 
explain all the realities or is suitable for explaining diverse realities (accounting as social and 
institutional practice), one may choose such a perspective (which is yet to be discovered in the 
critical accounting research arena).  These arguments for perspective choice may prove insoluble 
for the question (if asked): why do so many different perspectives exist? Rather, they show that 
as yet there is insufficient knowledge to support any particular approach as superior for 
investigating the phenomena to be researched. However, it is a realisation that each of these 
competing approaches holds certain value based assumptions, beliefs, forms of rationality, tools 
and tribulations, tactics, epistemic and ideological strands in "the doing of research" (Chua 
1988b), which set respective framework(s) and criterion for investigating a particular 
phenomenon. Furthermore, it is not suggested that all perspectives are equally satisfactory or 
arbitrary, and depend on differing features of the phenomenon (phenomena) to be investigated. 
An understanding of the concepts of rationality in the doing of research
It appears that within critical studies in accounting research tackling issues that are 
concerned with rationality and ideology in 'the doing of research' is an important methodological 
concern.  This is because the consideration of rationality and ideology, though inseparable, 
results in a particular perspective becoming different from its competing perspectives. As well, 
any debate on rationality and ideology may have paradoxical features and can be intrinsically 
fascinating.  Although they may prove ultimately incapable of providing any immediate solution, 
insights into the origin of such a paradox concerning rationality and ideology can be valuable in 
developing the research framework of a study. 
Like 'value', 'culture' and 'art', the notion of rationality is an extremely difficult concept to 
define with any precision.  Implicitly, one way or the other, it is through the discourse of 
rationality that critical accounting researchers not only advanced the emerging competing 
approaches (as has been indicated above) in accounting but also provided undeniable silences 
and critics over the disillusion of the positivistic notion of the taken-for-granted 'science'.  In 
every science, spheres of life, actions, organisations, economy, etc, the consideration of 
rationality is a central and fundamental issue.  Not only do sciences use the rationality concept to 
validate their own standards but also differing 'spheres of life' use various forms of rationalities 
in order to justify the doing of any action. 
The positivistic school views rationality, among other 'things', as being 'taken-for-granted', 
'objective' rather than 'subjective', 'the only way', 'absolute', 'orderly' reasoning, which is used 
interchangeably and synonymously with the notion of science and is advanced by the natural 
sciences in general.  Arguably, on the other hand, critical accounting researchers might suggest 
that the rationality of 'the doing of research' in accounting can be classified, interpreted and 
understood only in relation to a particular context by choosing a particular perspective or 'world 
view' that is based on certain value-based assumptions about "ontology", "epistemology", 
"methodology", and the purpose of research (Chua 1986, 1988b; Cooper 1983, Hopper and 
Powell, 1985). A reason for this is that any perspective rests on assumptions about the world in 
which we live which are ultimately metaphysical, and incapable of being proved corrigible. 
Thus, it is not a surprise when some critical accounting researchers argue that there exist 
'multiple rationalities' in 'the doing of research' and relate that to 'the doing of accounting' [or 
"science in the making" (cf Latour 1987)]. 
At a broader level, for example, an accounting researcher can ask: what, how and why 
accounting rationale has become purposive, is being used, is to be used, and what are the means 
for doing so in a particular context? However, it is only 'the doing of research' which is the 
consideration of attention in this paper - that is, how arguments on rationality of 'the doing of 
research' in situating the theoretical stance and outlining the research question(s) of a study can 
be spelled out. Of course, this is not to deny that 'the doing of research' can be done in isolation 
from 'the doing of accounting' or accounting as social and institutional practice.  In 'the doing of 
research' the consideration of rationality and ideology in locating the theoretical stance, which in 
effect results in a particular way of theorising accounting effects on economic and social life, is 
an important issue. It is this consideration of 'theory-ladenness' which has become an important 
aspect in 'the doing of research' within the critical studies in accounting. That is, critical 
accounting researchers [with the exception of those who believe in just the pure 'interpretive 
perspective', in the terminology of Burrell and Morgan (1979)] believe that 'theory looms large' 
in relating accounting to a broader social, economic and cultural context.  As well, the doing of 
research, in such contexts, needs conceptualising at a broader level of ideology and rationality. 
From a different perspective, however, Sheppard and Johnston  argued that 
Part of the claim for the superior rationality of science depends upon the way in which 
theoretical disputes are allegedly resolved within it. Theoretical disputes are supposedly solved 
in a decisive and authoritative way by reference to an unproblematic core of experimental 
observations. For such an account to be valid three basic requirements have to be satisfied - 
firstly, the categories of 'observation' and 'theory' have to be analytically distinct, such that an 
explanation of the former excludes any reference to the latter. Secondly, the category of 
'observation' must be prior to and independent of 'theory'. Thirdly, 'theory' must be shown to be 
dependent upon and follow from 'observation'. All these requirements must be met to ensure the 
cognitive sovereignty of experience. (1975, pp9-10)
After advancing these above three requirements in relating observations to the concept of 
theory-ladenness, Sheppard and Johnston questioned "How are these three requirements related? 
The empiricist assumption is that theories are man-made and hence capable of error whereas 
observation gives direct access to reality. What changes would be necessary if the assumption 
was reversed?" (p10) In response, they contend that
...our beliefs about the nature appear to be derived via theories rather than inferred directly from 
sense-experience; in opposition to the empiricists account, .. theories organise experience into 
meaningful and significant items. Our understanding of the natural world is necessarily and 
inevitably mediated by concepts; concepts allow us to make sense of the flux of experience by 
selecting and making connections between 'bits of experience' from the inchoate mass which 
constitute pre-conceptual perception. (p10)
Sheppard and Johnston claim the reason for this is that "the 'pure' data of empiricism are 
neither pure nor data. Experience loses its claim to cognitive sovereignty because it can no 
longer be considered as either prior to or independent of theoretical structures." (p10)
The debate on the issue of 'rationality' has been long winded and becomes a 'way of life' in 
the history of Occidental philosophy.  Many forms of discussions on this issue are possible.  
Here, instead of entering into the debate of 'rationalist'  on the issue of 'rationality' more 
rigorously, an attempt is made to pinpoint the necessity and applicability of rationality aspects at 
two levels: meta-theoretical (epistemological) level and action-orientation theoretical level.  
By rationality at the action-orientation theoretical level, we mean the rationale and theories 
about certain micro-aspects, that is, aspects of 'the doing of accounting' or 'accounting-in-action'.  
Consider a few examples such as the theory of cost allocations (cf Wells 1978, Thomas 1969, 
1974; Edwards 1952, Baxter 1952, Coase 1952, Horngren 1982, Ahmed and Scapens 1991), 
theories of 'working life' in industrial organisations (cf Alvesson 1987), and the theory of cost 
management system development (Cooper and Kaplan 1991, Miller 1992), etc.  In general, these 
'management theories' [rather than just the theories of 'organisation behaviour' - see Puxty and 
Chua (1989) for such a differentiation] are action-oriented theories.  
At this action-orientation level, the researcher's questions would be, at least in regard to the 
general question of whether particular action is rational or meaningful: (i) given what the agent 
believes, is a certain action reasonable and (ii) are the beliefs on which the agent is acting 
reasonable? It is the second question that involves epistemological (meta-theoretical) issues and 
leads to a debate on the consideration of rationality and ideology in 'the doing of research', 
including theorising accounting effects on economic and social life. 
Although there has been dissension concerning a meaningful separation, at least 
theoretically, between what are rational and what are ideological explanations (see Jones 1992), 
in retrospect can we avoid the meta-theoretical concerns of these issues from 'the doing of 
research' and relating that to the action-theoretical levels?  An understanding is that it is the 
beliefs about rationality and ideology at the meta-theoretical (epistemological) level which 
directs the making up of a particular 'world view'; the rationale which researchers use (hold) in 
understanding paradigmatical assumptions about such aspects as human nature, ontology, science 
and society. Puxty and Chua argued that:
Beliefs about rationality and ideology underpin the theory and practice of management control 
[action-orientation theory]. They underlie the ways in which theoreticians express beliefs both 
about normative control strategies and positive control procedures. They underlie the ways in 
which managers take action - since action must be founded on beliefs, which in turn, being 
value-laden, are expressions of the value sets which those management accept. (1989, pp116-
117) 
Whether the researcher can distinguish between the concept of rationality and ideology in 
any meaningful way or not (cf Jones 1992), he/she always acts (doing research) based on certain 
ideological strands - rational or irrational - where ideology can be referred to as sets of 
assumptions, forms of thoughts, and values that are placed and offered by a particular 
paradigmatic position.  Held argues, 
Ideologies are not however, merely illusions. They are embedded and manifested in social 
relations. The ahistorical and asocial character of certain kinds of interpretation of social life 
may itself be a reflection of the transformation of social relations into impersonal and reified 
forms. Ideologies can express 'modes of existence'. Therefore, ideologies are often packages of 
symbols, ideas, images and theories through which people [researcher or agents] experience their 
relation to each other and the world. (1980, p186)
Like rationality, many forms of discussion on the concept of ideology can be made possible.  
For example, if we look at the positivistic and conventional notion of ideology in both 'the doing 
of research' and conceptualising different forms of rationality in Occidental capitalism, we can 
see that it is limited, single dimensional, bounded and confined in many regards (see Alvesson 
1987, pp143-218).  By contrast, for example, if we look at the aim of "critical theory" which not 
only places ideology as 'forms of thought' but also tries to study how social conditions (primarily 
under late capitalism), forms of rationality and needs, (as well as the extent to which the way 
individuals regard needs), the satisfaction of needs and liberation from "unnecessary" repression 
are disturbed by social conditions (Alvesson 1987, p150).  However, it should be mentioned that 
it is not an intention here to enter into the debate on the various forms of ideological issues. 
Rather, the realisation is that understanding the issues on "rationality" and "ideology" at two 
differing levels (as has been indicated above) - meta-theoretical (ideological) level and 'action-
theoretical level - is necessary, at least, for both the development of a research framework in 
studying accounting as social and institutional practice and conceptualising the rationality 
considerations of these levels. 
Socio-Theoretical Rationality and Accounting Theorising
A consideration of the notion of socio-theoretical 'rationality' in theorising accounting 
effects on economic and social life is a recent phenomenon.  Although it has a long history in the 
German tradition of critical social theory [cf Weber 1958, Marcuse 1978, Habermas (1971, 1973, 
1978, 1984, 1987, 1987b)], it has only very recently appeared in accounting research.  As 
indicated earlier, this consideration has helped accounting researchers to question the 
conventional wisdom and theories of the discipline.  For example, a realisation has occurred 
concerning the manner in which, in traditional accounting research, the question of 'rationality' is 
one-sided, where "society is seen as being comprised of independent, freely contracting 
individuals, whose initial endowments are irrelevant to the contracted outcomes, and conflict is 
viewed individualistically, asocially and as an equilibrating process" (Neimark and Tinker 1986, 
p369).  Such a traditional view has ignored the social and historical origins of the structural 
relations and institutional forms of human society that characterise contemporary capitalism 
(Neimark and Tinker 1986).  In other words, it ignores the socio-historical perspective. 
Neimark and Tinker (1986) explain how traditional accounting theories have undermined 
the potentiality of incorporating the socio-historic elements that need much attention for 
explaining Occidental modernisation. They base their analysis on Marx's account of 
modernisation. Although Neimark and Tinker (1986) base their analysis on Marx's account, their 
strong criticism of orthodox (traditional) research can be taken as a basis for further 
understanding how the rationality debate can be related and expanded in understanding the 
rationalisation processes including understanding the 'purposefulness' (Booth 1991) and uses of 
accounting in a broader societal context, as well as scientists activities (the doing of research).  
Neimark and Tinker's (1986) discussion in fact is centred on uncovering the limitations of 
the conventional models of management control systems (MCS) over the social construction of 
MCS, where management accounting systems (MAS) are part of the former. They identify six 
major limitations of the traditional theories (such as  transaction cost theories, contingency 
theories, agency theories and the inducement contribution model) that dealt with elaborating 
'management control systems'.  The limitations put forward by Neimark and Tinker (1986, pp 
370-77), are:  (i) the 'traditional theories' do not consider the socio-historical perspective;  (ii) 
these theories frequently ignore socially deserving processes of feedback mechanisms;  (iii) they 
fail to acknowledge the extent to which the organisation is part of and constitutes its 
environment, as well as the extent to which the environment permeates the organisation's  
internal structure and social relations.  In other words, these theories view the organisation and 
its environment as separate entities;  (iv) the environment is incompletely articulated, for 
example (a) individuals are viewed as atomistic beings not belonging to a structure of social 
relations, that is, part of the wider society, (b) social conflict is seen as an equilibrating process 
that takes the form of market competition, (c) neglects the possibility of fair exchanges which 
may have inevitable features, (d) the reliance on marginalist economics;  (v) they undermine the 
performance as non-problematic - implicitly it is assumed "what is good for the capitalist is good 
for the worker, the local community and nation", and they thereby ignore the social costs 
imposed on society by corporate innovations; and finally, (vi) the orthodox models are grounded 
in a "positivistic epistemology which itself understated the social status of their theories".
Booth (1991, p22), by adopting a "critical structuralist" perspective, contended that "human 
rationality cannot be tightly defined as the traditional notion of logical decision making. Rather, 
multiple forms of rationality exist. Rationality should be more broadly viewed as socially 
constructed meaning systems which provide sets of rules for meaningful action". Within the 
critical accounting research there is a widespread recognition that the traditional notion of 
rationality is limited in conducting self-reflexive and contextualised accounting research, which 
neither recognises the interrelationship between society, accounting theory and practice nor takes 
inter-organisational and social conflict into account.
Many forms of positions concerning tactics, tribulations, rhetoric and language set are 
offered by the critical accounting researchers in relating 'rationality' and 'ideology' at these two 
levels - the meta-theoretical and the action-orientation levels.   For example, Laughlin (1984, 
1987) used the Habermasian critical approach in relating meta-theoretical 'rationality and 
ideology' to action-theoretical levels (micro-organisational theoretical level).  Some used 
Latourian theory to write critical ethnographies on the fabrication of accounting knowledge 
within micro-organisational setting (cf Preston et al 1992, Chua 1994 and Lodh 1994).  Similarly 
Armstrong (1984, 1985, 1987, 1991) and Booth (1991) used the political, economic and 
structuralist perspectives to enhance understanding the purposiveness of accounting control 
systems in organisations.  Jones (1992) used Weber's notion of rationality at the meta-theoretical 
level; and at the action-theoretical level, his investigation topic was an investment appraisal 
theory and its role in investment decision processes in a particular context.  Arrington and Puxty 
(1991) put forward a discourse on the concept of rationality and its relation to theorising 
accounting as an interested action.  They used Habermas's critical thoughts and theses to relate 
accounting theory and practice, though they cast doubt on Habermas's critical approach and its 
profound implications for 'action-theoretical level' of analysis.  Despite this doubt, in the 
following, attention is drawn to Habermas's critical thoughts in respect of his apprehension of 
meta-theoretical concerns including methodological corollaries (if any) can be considered 
potentially (or otherwise) useful in the doing of research in accounting-in-action and 
understanding the rationalisation processes in the Occidental capitalism. 
Habermas and Socio-Theoretical Rationality
Jurgen Habermas is a contemporary philosopher and sociologist and Professor of Philosophy 
at the University of Frankfurt, Germany.  During the last three decades, he has advanced a 
diverse range of challenging theses regarding various aspects of modern philosophy and social 
theory.  
Regarding the concept of rationality, there is a view that Habermas advanced a far broader 
concept of rationality than his predecessors (Brand 1987).  Brand argues that 
Habermas believes that Weber and the other great theorists did not give an adequate analysis of 
rationalisation, and did not come to grips, analytically, with the modern social pathology which 
he has called the colonisation of the lifeworld [Italics are ours], mainly because they remained 
imprisoned within certain philosophical paradigm - the epistemology based on the Cartesian 
subject-object dichotomy which he [Habermas] calls the Philosophy of Consciousness [Italics 
are ours] - and a concomitant narrow idea of rationality. (1987, p103)
To Habermas, any theory that claims to be a theory of society (in a sociological sense) will 
encounter the problem of employing a concept of rationality, which always has a normative 
content at three levels (Habermas 1984).  These levels, Habermas (1984, px1) argues, "can avoid 
neither the metatheoretical question concerning the rationality implications of its (sociology) 
guiding concepts of action nor the methodological question concerning the rationality 
implications of gaining access to its object domain through an understanding of meaning; nor, 
finally, can it avoid the empirical-theoretical question concerning the sense, if any, in which the 
modernisation of societies can be described as rationalization". 
Habermas has advanced his theses through a consideration of a diverse range of issues.  
However, a central theme in Habermas's work is the thesis that a societal development, be it 
from either a broad societal or a micro organisational viewpoint, is traceable to the increasing 
linguistic skills of the societal participants.  It is through developing these discursive skills, 
Habermas maintains, that "society has progressed from the mythical through to the modern" 
(Broadbent et al., 1991).  The process of increasing such a skill, according to Habermas, has an 
evolutionary effect.  In other words, it is through developing such skills that social actions of any 
kind can be either implemented or understood in an organisational and societal context, but not 
with the strong metaphorical understanding of, what Habermas calls, 'scientism' (ie, objective 
and panoptic view of science).
Another appreciation of Habermas's thesis lies in the theme that his theory of 
communicative action is not a metatheory, but rather what he sees as "the beginning of a social 
theory that is concerned to validate its own standards".  Habermas accomplishes this by shifting 
his attention to the paradigm of language, that is, not as a 'syntactic' or 'semantic' analysis, but as 
'language-in-use or speech'.  This latter concept, that is, language-in-use or speech, according to 
Habermas, can be used for 'comprehensibility', 'truth', 'rightness', and 'sincerity' rather than as a 
tool for creating universal validity claims.
In particular, Habermas develops these concepts in his two volume work The Theory of 
Communicative Action (as translated by McCarthy in 1984 and 1987 respectively).  The titles 
are indicative of the focus of each volume; the first is subtitled The Reason and Rationalism of 
Society, the second, System and Lifeworld: A Critique of Functionalist Reason.  Throughout 
these volumes, one of Habermas's principal preoccupations is seen in the form of a question, 
namely, "whether and in what respects modernisation of western capitalism can be viewed as 
rationalisation".  Assessment of 'modernity' is one of the pivotal considerations that has been 
central in much of Habermas's later work.  For him, "the real challenge lies in conceptualizing 
'modernity' in a way which neither overlaps its costs, nor uncritically celebrates it in the way that 
mainstream social science has advanced" (White 1988, p91).  (Habermas's humanist thinking, in 
the terminology of Burrell and Morgan (1979), is a call for a 'just and free life' - a far reaching 
goal).  This viewpoint has dominated concepts and theory formation not only in modern 
sociology but also in the related fields of social sciences including the critical accounting 
literature.
Why use Habermas's thoughts or why have they been relevant to accounting research? It is 
to enhance the methodological understanding for 'the doing of research', where an important 
concern in understanding the doing of research is the awareness of the dichotomies between the 
terms "methodology" and "methods".  It is a long-standing debate, not only a central concern of 
scientists in other branches of social sciences but also amongst critical accounting researchers.  
For example, Gaffikin (1986, p5) argues that "(t)he term methodology has been used in a loose 
and undisciplined fashion" (italics are ours).  For, according to Gaffikin (1986), the term 
'methodology' has sometimes been confusingly used to "designate the research methods and tools 
employed in a (certain) research programme".  He further argues that 'such a use of the term 
[methodology] bears little resemblance to its original, philosophical connotations'. He argues that 
the "methodological studies in the sense philosophers (its original users) use it is not a study of 
techniques and methods, but a study of the principles by which adherents of any discipline learn 
to accept or reject knowledge" (1991, p292).  
The term 'methodology' has its roots in the schools of both the 'philosophy of science' and 
the 'sociology of knowledge'.  Irrespective of the differences that may exist between these two 
broad schools of thought the use of the term "methodology", in its general sense, refers to the 
total processes by which the science of 'knowledge-gain' can be carried out.  In other words, 
'methodology' is involved with the processes of thinking and formulating a research agenda, and 
examining methods that are to be used in the process of "knowledge-gain", as well as of 
"theorising".  Such processes may differ from theorist to theorist, or from school of thought to 
another, or from one individual researcher to another.  For example, to Mehan and Wood (1975) 
the term "methodology" may mean a "form of life".   For Habermas, although "methodology" is a 
topic of "emancipation", he provides a general view that: 
Methodology is concerned with norms of the research process, which claim to be simultaneously 
logically binding as far as factual context is concerned and factually binding where the 
researcher is concerned.  Regardless of whether methodology reflects on a research practice that 
is already in use, as in the case if physics, or whether, as in the case of sociology, its 
recommendations precede the research practice, methodology sets out a program to guide the 
advance of science... Methodological requirements... influence the way the sciences articulate 
their self-understanding.  In part, methodological viewpoints set standards for research, and in 
part they anticipate its general objectives.  Taken together, these two functions establish the 
system of reference within which reality is systematically explored.  (Habermas 1988, p44)
Since Habermas sees "methodology" as a process of "reflection" and/or "emancipation", at 
least for "the organisation of social life", to him "methodology" may mean a science of 
"knowledge systems" which purports to be derived from epistemology.   
The literature that deals with issues of "methodology" and "methods" in the social science 
research is diverse, complex and growing.  However, our central interest in this paper is to show 
how the use of a Habermasian framework in regard to "methodology" can be intertwined with 
"methods".   We now turn our attention toward this end.
Habermas's Methodological Positions
Although Habermas does not define any particular issue or phenomenon, he does express 
several general views regarding many issues of critical social theory including the aspects of 
"methodology" (cf. Laughlin 1987).  Thus, it is difficult, if not impossible, to pin-point 
Habermas's methodological positions in a precise way.  Like many issues of critical sociology, 
Habermas's positions regarding "methodology" are also multifaceted.  However, from Habermas's 
different theses and writings the following four categories of his methodological positions can be 
made possible.   
First, Habermas's methodological position can be seen as a distinctive kind of advancement 
within the arena of contemporary critical social theory.  This is because of his advancement of 
several competing approaches, that is, certain critiques against positivism, which can safeguard 
critical sociology from dogma.  These are: (1) against 'a reduction of intentional action to 
behaviour'; (2) against 'reducing the meaning complexes objectified within social systems to the 
contents of cultural tradition'; (3) against 'the reduction of all social conflicts to unsolved 
problems in the regulation of self-governing systems'; and (4) against 'overburdening the 
concepts of the philosophy of reflection' (see Habermas 1973, pp10-13).  
Secondly, Habermas's methodological position can be seen as theoretical reconstructions 
of the ideas of classical social theorists on the subject of "communicative action" and 
"modernity".  Some of these concerns are, as noted by McCarthy (1984, p, vi):
1.
To develop a concept of rationality that is no longer tied to, and limited by, the subjectivistic 
and individualistic premises of modern philosophy and social theory; 
2.
To develop a two-level concept of society that integrates the lifeworld and system 
paradigms; and 
3.
To sketch out, against this background, a critical theory of modernity which analyzes and 
accounts for its pathologies in a way that suggests a redirection rather than abandonment of 
the project of enlightenment.
Thirdly, Habermas's methodological position can be seen as what he calls, "the beginning of 
a social theory that is concerned to validate its own standard".  In other words, by specifying the 
processes of a real action situation, that is, by specifying the change processes in order that real 
actors (active participants) can achieve a better state through the use of increasingly discursive 
linguistic skills.  The articulation of such language processes is to be found in his early 
writings, especially in the book Theory and Practice (see Habermas 1973, pp1-41). Such 
articulations however cannot be reduced to a methodological corollary at the level of an 
individual researcher.  In fact, according to Habermas, such processes can only be considered as a 
methodological perspective for real action situations through which his beliefs of the 
"organisation of social life" can be carried out "rationally".  This view has also been reflected in 
his theory of communicative action, followed by the discussions on the rationalisation paradox 
or "modernity" (Habermas 1987b).  
Fourthly, Habermas's methodological position also remains as a set of multifaceted 
concepts for several other issues.  Some of these include the classification of "knowledge and 
human interests"; the analysis of "human action" and the processes of inquiries; and moral & 
aesthetic aspects.  
It should be noted that the above mentioned first methodological position of Habermas is 
not covered here.  Some aspects of the second position, though in a fragmentary fashion, is 
covered under the heading of "Communicative Action, Rationality and Modernity".  A further 
exploration of the third and some of the fourth positions is attempted under the sub-headings of 
"Habermas's Methodology and Language Processes" and "Some of the Multifaceted Positions" 
respectively.  The following sections are directed towards this end. 
A: Communicative Action, Rationality, and Modernity
Throughout the two volume work entitled The Theory of Communicative Action Habermas 
advanced his theory of communicative action.  Through sustaining a continuous line of thought, 
Habermas demonstrates, in these volumes, three interrelated concerns which he considers 
theoretical reconstructions of the ideas of 'classical' social theorists (eg Marx, Weber, Durkheim, 
Mead, Lukacs, Horkeimer, Adorno, and Parsons) on the subject of 'communicative action' and 
'modernity' (see above).  As has been indicated earlier, Habermas has advanced his theses 
through a consideration of a diverse range of issues and leitmotifs.  However, our major interest 
here (this section) is to look at whether Habermas's employment of critical theses in 
reconstructing his predecessors' theories on the subject of communicative rationality, modernity 
and social theory can provide adequate understanding of Occidental capitalism as well as reflect 
the consideration of rationality issues in 'the doing of social science research'.  
Brand (1987) argues that Habermas's theory of communicative action is an important 
theoretical achievement in that it advances, on the one hand, an intricate theory of social 
evolution and, on the other, an analysis of modern 'social pathology', which can be seen as a 
superior account in understanding Occidental rationalisation. Reconsidering his predecessors' 
understanding of rationality in western capitalism, modern philosophy and social theory, 
Habermas introduced a notion, which he calls 'lifeworld' [lebenswelt], in order to link action 
theory more convincingly with the rationalisation processes.  Though different thinkers have 
focused on the 'lifeworld' as a cultural storehouse, or as a source of expectations about the 
ordering of social relations, or as a milieu out of which individual competences for speech and 
action are formed, Habermas wants to emphasise the fact that part of what constitutes a 
rationalised lifeworld is its "structural differentiation" which has three dimensions - 'culture', 
'society' and 'personality'.   
Habermas believes, "understanding not just how particular actions might be judged as 
rational, but how the rationality potential made available in modern culture is 'fed into' particular 
actions making possible a 'rational conduct of life' in general" is necessary.  Moreover, the 
introduction of the concept of 'lifeworld' is necessary as it complements of the concept of 
'communicative action'.  According to Habermas (1987), it is this 'lifeworld' that links the 
concept of communicative action firmly to the concept of society as well as, by directing 
attention to the 'context-forming horizon' of social action, taking another step away from the 
subjectivistic biases of modern social theory.  Habermas believes that this 'lifeworld' concept can 
facilitate an understanding and make 'it possible to construe rationalisation primarily as a 
transformation of implicitly known, taken-for-granted structures of the lifeworld rather than of 
explicitly known, conscious orientations of action' [McCarthy, 1984].  Habermas further goes on 
to argue that 
The object domain of social inquiry is symbolically prestructured, antecedently constituted by 
the interpretive activities of its members, the social scientists can gain access to social objects 
only via interpretive understanding (Sinnverstehen) - be these 'objects' social action themselves, 
their sedimentation in texts, traditions, cultural artefacts and the like, or such organised 
configurations as institutions, systems, and structures. (1987, p341)
Thus, Habermas  sees that "the emergence of a rationalized lifeworld not only sets free the 
'rationality potential of communicative action', but it is also a necessary condition for a new level 
of system differentiation, characterized by the development of a capitalist economy and modern 
form of administration"(p341).
Habermas maintains that the process of coming to an understanding of a specific situation 
must take place against the horizon of a lifeworld.  According to Habermas, it is from the 
viewpoint of understanding-oriented action that the lifeworld "stores the interpretive work of 
preceding generations" and, thus, functions as a "conservative counterweight to the risk of 
disagreement that arises with every actual process of reaching an understanding".  In fact, 
borrowing from phenomenological studies, Habermas draws attention to a culturalistic concept of 
'lifeworld'.  He argues that it is the cultural patterns of interpretation, evaluation, and expression 
that serve as resources for the achievement of mutual understanding by participants who want to 
negotiate a common definition of a situation to arrive at a consensus regarding something in the 
world.  Such an interpreted action situation, Habermas (1987, p134] argues, circumscribes 
.. a thematically opened up range of action alternatives, that is, of conditions and means for 
carrying out plans.  Everything that appears as a restriction on corresponding action initiatives 
belongs to the situation. 
It is actors, according to Habermas, who always keep the lifeworld at their back as a 
resource for action oriented to mutual understanding.  Any restrictions (problems or resistance) 
that circumstances place on the pursuit of an actor's plans also appears to the actor as elements of 
the situation.  Such a view of cultural patterns of interpretation, evaluation and expression of 
action situation, according to Habermas, does not fall under formal world-concepts, that is, by 
means of which participants come to an understanding about their situation.  If the actors cannot 
grasp the action situation from the cultural patterns and language, it is then in need of the "repair 
work of translators, interpreters, and therapists".  That is, where their research endeavours 
emerge.  Habermas spent quite some time and energy and devoted space in his early writings, 
especially in Theory and Practice to describing how such endeavours can be accomplished [(see 
Habermas 1974, pp1-41; see also the discussion in Held 1980, Thompson 1981, Guess 1981, 
Roderick 1986, and Rasmussen 1990)].  
As indicated, is it neither possible to do justice nor to summarise all Habermas's thoughts 
and theses in this essay.  Many theses can be possible to extend under the heading of the current 
section including symbolic reproduction processes and rationalisation, individuation process 
and rationalisation, and multi-rationality and modernity.

Symbolic Reproduction Process and Rationalisation
Within Habermas's theoretical framework, understanding the symbolic reproduction 
processes of  western capitalism is the same as understanding how the lifeworld (culture, society 
and personality) is reproduced.  That is, how communicative action generates on-going patterns 
of social relations and the integration of individuals into them.  This is considered to be an 
interesting principle of "sociation" because it is after removing the problems (if any) that each 
agent's own critical capacities are increasingly integrated into the on-going reproduction of the 
lifeworld.  Accommodation of a new experience to the stock of "the unproblematic" creates a 
new dimension: what Habermas calls the "second order" rationalisation.  In order to 
conceptualise such a concept he introduced a new concept, what he called the 'rationalised 
lifeworld' rather than simply the 'lifeworld'.  Habermas's main argument in developing such a 
concept of rationality is to give more attention to the experience of achieving a mutual 
understanding by real actors that is free from coercion.  If this can be carried out at a reflective 
level, Habermas believes, it can open up the ground to gain intersubjective recognition for 
criticisable validity claims, which can ultimately help in identifying and correcting mistakes, that 
is, of learning from them.  In other words, by reflecting the reason to act rationally, it can 
ultimately constitute a domain of 'self-reflective' or 'critical knowledge' (Bottomore, 1984, p57).  
A result, according to Habermas, will be the enhancement of autonomy (Held 1980, p255).  
Thus, Habermas (1987b, p117) goes on to argue that "man (sic) for if he is indeed an 
autonomous and fully responsible being", cannot escape the conclusion that he is the author of 
crimes, he, then, can distinguish between transcendental man and empirical man.  In this way, 
Habermas thinks, of how to create a "second order" dimension of societal developments 
including micro-organisational change. 
Some accounting researchers (cf Boland and Pondy 1983, 1986; Hopwood 1983, Covaleski, 
Dirsmith and Jablonsky 1985; Covaleski and Dirsmith 1986, 1988, 1990; Chua 1988, Boland 
1990, Preston 1986) have concentrated on demonstrating that accounting plays an important role 
in the 'symbolic reproduction process', be it in organisational or societal aspects.  Moreover, 
accounting is also viewed as an 'instrument' through which a mapping task of material 
reproduction (functional integration) is fulfilled, as, for example, through the formulation of 
budgets and the institutionalisation of rules.  However, it is Marx who was struggling with the 
problem of how to understand the interconnection between the processes of the material and 
their symbolic reproduction.  Habermas, like Marx, is especially interested in the impact of the 
imperatives of material reproduction on everyday life as well as the role ideology plays in how 
these imperatives can be understood (White 1988).  Thus, in order to grasp the systemic 
structure of modern life, Habermas suggests it is necessary to consider not only the critique of 
instrumental reason, but also the critique of functionalistic reason.  According to Habermas, this 
can be achieved only when a system perspective is integrated with a communicative model of 
action.  From the resulting viewpoint, White (1988, p104) argues that the key notion of 
reification can then be reinterpreted as deformation of lifeworld which is systemically induced.
White argues that 
When Habermas speaks of functionalist reason, he is speaking of rationality as conceptualized 
within systems theory.  A system becomes more rational as its complexity increases; that is, as 
its range of adaptation to environmental changes is enhanced. (1988, p104)
Although the same line of thought has been advanced in contemporary contingency theory 
of management accounting, at least theoretically, theorists have so far only adapted the 
positivistic methods of cause-effect calculations for empirical investigation and are restricted by 
its limitations (see Neimark and Tinker 1986, pp 370-77).  It is also argued that relationships so 
far found from adaptation of the positivistic methods are shown to be 'weak' and the conclusions 
are fragmentary (Dent 1990).  Questions such as what is to be adapted and how it is to be 
adapted, only provided some panoptic generalisations which are empirically unacceptable.  The 
methodological restrictions of the positivistic methods and testing of theory undermine the 
processes by which a 'rationalised lifeworld' (ie, culture, society, and personality) is symbolically 
reproduced.  

Individuation Process and Rationalisation
Habermas maintains an epistemological totality, so that it does not overlap with the thought 
of his predecessors.  This brings his attention  back to previous social theorists including Mead 
who advanced the conceptual genesis of 'self and society' as an individualistic model of social 
action.  Habermas did not totally reject the account of Mead but rather put forward an argument 
against him that 
... Individuation processes are simultaneously socialization processes (and conversely), that 
motivations and repertoires of behavior are symbolically restructured in the course of identity 
formation, that individual intentions and interests, desires and feelings are not essentially private 
but tied to language and culture and thus inherently susceptible of interpretation, discussion and 
change... (McCarthy 1984, pxx]  
Thus, he goes on to argue that Mead's account does not give adequate consideration to the 
external factors that may influence the actual course of action.  Mead does not give the functional 
aspects equal play to the structural aspects and he (Mead) generally neglects the constraints that 
issue from the material reproduction of society and reach right into the action orientations of 
sociated individuals. 
Habermas argues that "individuals cannot 'step out' from their lifeworlds nor can they 
objectify them in a supreme act of reflection".  As McCarthy (1984, pxxiv) notes, according to 
Habermas,
It is in the form of 'language' and 'culture' that this reservoir (culturally transmitted and 
linguistically organised stock of interpretive patterns) of implicit knowledge supplies actors with 
unproblematic background convictions upon which they draw in the negotiation of common 
definitions of situations.
The key to Habermas's theoretical reconstruction of his predecessors' theories is the 
distinction between the "lifeworld" and the "systems", which he presents as a distinction between 
two fundamentally different ways of approaching the study of society.  Conversely, he also tries 
to integrate this two-level concept of society by imagining a complete understanding of 
modernity in western capitalism.  In so doing, he argues that the existing approaches are typically 
"selective" and "one-sided".

Multi-Rationality and Modernity
Habermas draws new insights into the rationalisation processes by going back to Weber, 
Durkheim, Mead, Marx and Parsons.  He has done this by evaluating their respective concepts 
and theories such as the concept of "division of labour", "individuation theory", "theory of value", 
"action and system theory".  Habermas argues that consideration of either of these concepts and 
theories individually would lead to a one-sided analysis of modernity.  This one-sidedness, 
according to Habermas, does not conceptualise such dilemmas as the 'loss of meaning' and the 
'loss of freedom' which have he argues, the counterfactual possibilities for organising social 
action differently.  In order to open up the conceptual space for such lines of thought White notes 
that, according to Habermas 
.. one has to make two major theoretical shifts.  On the one hand, the theory of communicative 
action has to be integrated with an account of the lifeworld; and, on the other, the action-
theoretical frame of analysis has to be supplemented with a systems-theoretical frame. (1988, 
p97)
In an attempt to uncover the deficiency of Mead's account of 'individuation' theory, 
Habermas first drew attention to Durkheim's account of how the forms of social solidarity change 
with the division of labour and then, secondly, to Parsons' theory of social system.  In drawing 
attention to Durkheim's consideration of the "division of labour" (which also has a link with 
Weber   ), Habermas provides an explanation of how the growing "division of labour" is 
connected with the changing forms of social solidarity and why it leads, in the modern period, to 
symptoms of social disintegration.  Taking this as a point of departure, McCarthy (1984, pxxvi) 
argues that "Habermas seeks to reconstruct a Marxist approach that traces pathological forms of 
symbolic reproduction not to the rationalization of the lifeworld itself but to constraints issuing 
from processes of material reproduction".  This is supportive of Habermas's arguments, as 
follows:
[the] system and lifeworld appear in Marx under the metaphors of the realm of necessity and 
realm of freedom (emphasis added).  The socialist is to free the latter from the dictates of the 
former.  It seems as if theoretical critique has only to lift the spell cast by abstract labour 
(subsumed under the commodity form). The intersubjectivity of workers associated in large 
industries is crippled under the self-movement of capital; theoretical critique has only to free it 
of its stiffness for an avant-grade (pioneers) to mobilize living - critically enlivened - labour 
against dead labour and to lead it to the triumph of the lifeworld over the system of deworlded 
labour power...
Marx's error stems in the end from dialectically clamping together system and lifeworld in a way 
that does not allow for a sufficiently sharp separation between the level of system differentiation 
attained in the modern period and the class-specific forms in which it has been institutionalized.  
Marx did not withstand the temptations of Hegelian totality-thinking; he construed the unity of 
system and lifeworld dialectically as an 'untrue whole'.  Otherwise he could not have failed to see 
that every modern society, whatever its class structure, has to exhibit a high degree of structural 
differentiation.(1987, pp340-341)
By advancing such arguments Habermas (1987) sees that Marx is unable to distinguish the 
repressive uprooting of the traditional forms of life.  The theory of value, according to Habermas, 
"provides no basis for a concept of reification, enabling us to identify syndromes of alienation 
relative to the degree of rationalization attained in a 'lifeworld' ".  Habermas (1987, pp341-342) 
further maintains that "at this stage of post-traditional forms of life, the pain that the separation of 
culture, society, and personality also causes to those who grow into the modern societies and 
form their identities within them counts as a process of individuation and not alienation".  This 
leads him to argue that "(i)n an extensively rationalised lifeworld, reification (materialisation) 
can be measured only against the conditions of communicative sociation, and not against the 
nostalgically loaded, frequently romanticised past of premodern forms of life". 
Following a long discussion Habermas (1987, p340) advances three potential weaknesses in 
Marx's theory of value. First, Marx's classification of system and lifeworld lies under 'the 
metaphors of the realm of necessity and the realm of freedom.  Secondly, Marx was unable to 
distinguish between the aspects of reification of traditional forms of life and that of structural 
differentiation of the lifeworld.  Thirdly, the theory of value is seen as an overgeneralisation of 
the case of the subsumption of the lifeworld as system.  This suggests that Marx's theory of value 
allows for only one channel through which the monetarization of labour power expropriates from 
producers work activities into performances.  Although Marx was unable to produce a 
satisfactory account of late capitalism, Habermas (1987, p343) argues that Marx was right to 
assign an evolutionary primacy to the economy in western societies. 
Returning to Marx, who has analysed 'economic reification' processes based only on class 
conflict as the basic causal factor, White (1988, p108) argues that Habermas sees the 'decisive 
weakness' in the former theory is the "overgeneralisation of a special case of the subsumption of 
the lifeworld under system imperatives".  White (1988, p108) further argues that, according to 
Habermas, "although the cause of reification may arise in the sphere of labour and capital, the 
process of reification and its effects is [may] also [be] experienced in other spheres of life". 
Likewise, Habermas has advanced many forms of discursive arguments in illuminating the 
syndromes of a rationalised societal activity (where organisational activities are not excluded), 
which suggests that there exists multi-rationality.
B: Habermas's Methodology and Language Processes
Habermas claims that an adequate understanding of the relationship between conceptions of 
rationality and corresponding conceptions of action needs a radical perspective.  This is 
because, according to Habermas, "when a social scientist chooses a conception of action he also 
necessarily establishes the framework for a conception of rationality".  It is through, White 
(1988) argues, a social theorist's implicit understanding of ontological assumptions about the 
possible relations between "actor" and "world" that such a conception can be reflected.  
Habermas demonstrates these "world relations" by analysing three different conceptions of action 
and developing the corresponding models which, he believes, can facilitate an understanding of 
differing forms of 'rationality'. These models are: the teleological model, the norm-guided 
model, the dramaturgical model (See White 1988, pp37-39).  A reason of categorising these 
three models is that these can prepare a ground that each of these conceptions is inadequate on 
its own as a framework to fully comprehend the cooperative dimension of action in Occidental 
capitalism.  To imagine a complete understanding of such a cooperative dimension of action, 
White (1988) argues, "an adequate perspective can only be constructed around his [Habermas's] 
communicative knowledge".
Habermas distinguishes his communicative model from other models and advances a 
distinctive way to coordinate action.  Of course, he certainly understood communicative action as 
those actions that are "oriented to reaching understanding".  What Habermas was particularly 
interested in here is how language can function as "a medium of unhindered understanding".  
Within this model, actors are conceived of as seeking an understanding about some practical 
situation confronting them, in order to coordinate their actions consensually.  According to 
Habermas, reaching an understanding requires "a cooperative process of interpretation aimed at 
attaining intersubjectively recognised definitions of situations" (White 1988, p39).  Perhaps this 
is a reason why White (1988, p36) argues, "Habermas focuses on language as a medium for 
coordinating action, that is, for producing subsequent patterns of interaction".  White [1988] 
further argues that such a coordination can be seen occurring in more than one way.  He also 
questions how precisely Habermas can see such action coordination is "coming about". 
In fact, the kind of coordination that Habermas is interested in is only when actors orient 
themselves "to reaching an understanding".  According to Habermas, it is this orientation which 
constitutes the category of communicative action; which has become a central concern 
throughout his (Habermas's) The Theory of Communicative Action.  
As has been indicated in the earlier section however, Habermas's theory of communicative 
action can neither be seen as a 'metatheory', nor, at the level of the individual researcher, be 
'constructed in a methodological perspective' (McCarthy 1988, ppix-x).  It is only at the level of 
social theory (and/or real actors) that such a framework can gain validity.  Perhaps this is a reason 
why Habermas goes on to argue that social theory needs to be "concerned to validate its own 
standards".  That is, it is through the language processes that real actors can better organise and 
coordinate their joint actions.  For social scientists at the level of methodology, Habermas, thus, 
has marked a turn by advancing "the warning that methodology and epistemology are no royal 
road to social theory".  Rather, according to Habermas, "questions concerning the logic of social 
inquiry can fruitfully be pursued only in connection with substantive question" (McCarthy 1988, 
pp ix-x).  
Earlier, Habermas articulated three key stages of language processes through which, he 
believes, real actors can apprehend, organise and change their social life in a better way.   
Habermas (1973) articulated three such key stages of language processes: (1) the formulation of 
a critical theorem; (2) the processes of enlightenment; and (3) the selection of strategies.  A 
reason why the early Habermas advocated such language processes is (probably) to provide some 
methodological corollaries to the real actors in organising their social life (in particular, he was 
interested in organising the political organisation rather than each aspect of "social life"). 
Using Habermas's view, Laughlin (1984, 1987) further explored how such a structure can be 
reflected in enhancing a critical understanding of accounting systems that operate in an 
organisational context. In so doing, Laughlin (1987) first drew some attention to the nature of a 
'critical theory' which originated in the German Social School of Frankfurt.  He argues that 
"(c)ritical theory is a diverse and, to a certain extent, disparate set of ideas".  Although these 
diverse sets of ideas have taken the forms of different paradigmatic positions,  the general 
theme of these positions is still carried under the notion of (social) 'critical theory' as a general 
nomenclature instead of 'critical theories'.  
Laughlin (1987, p482) advanced some of the major concerns of such theories, including:  
The primary concern of all critical theories was, and still is, with a historically grounded social 
theory of the way societies and the institutions which make them up, have emerged and can be 
understood.  Interpretation is never for its own sake but forms part of the important 
understanding which can allow some desired "transformation" of societies and their institutions. . 
. . This practical and critical concern with the change and development of societies and 
institutions indicates the role and significance of the theory for these writers: theory becomes the 
vehicle for an historically grounded interpretation and transformation to occur.  [Thus,] 
(u)nderstanding is always to be related to the desired transformation. 
This historical analysis, according to Laughlin (1987), "supplies not only the insights into 
the past but also the methodological tools for change in the future".  Through its characteristic of 
'permeability' (cf. Mehan and Wood 1975) 'critical theory' can create better methodological 
apparatuses for improvement (or change).  This is supportive of Laughlin's (1987, p482) view 
that for critical theorists the account of the present is not a satisfactory state but rather a 'reality' 
that could be better than it is now.  
Thus, it is suggested that critical theorists believe such a penetration is necessary to achieve 
a better 'state'.  This is also envisaged in Habermas's conceptual shift from "communicative 
action" to "communicative sociation", to the debate of an 'aesthetic' dimension; where Habermas 
sees that this 'aesthetic' sense could be seen as permeating not only the need for interpretations, 
but also for moral-political judgements about the kinds of social institutions and technological 
infrastructure (White 1988, p152).  
Laughlin (1987, p492) argues that "critical understanding is always coupled with 
transformation: it determines, in large measure, the nature of what constitutes acceptable 
interpretative explanations". By highlighting the potential benefits of a 'critical theory', Laughlin 
[1987] has also advanced some criticisms of it (see pp482-483).  An important criticism he has 
advanced is that (in the past) critical theory did not explicitly detail how a 'theory of change' can 
be seen as a pragmatic theory.  
However, after reviewing the works on the nature of historical developments of the four key 
individuals of (social) critical theory (Horkheimer, Adorno, Marcuse and Habermas), Laughlin 
(1987) considered Habermas's methodological approach to further enhance its potentiality.  He 
argues that "Habermas's model has the greatest potential both as a methodological approach for 
understanding and changing accounting systems design and for investigating social phenomena 
more widely" (p485). 
To Habermas's three key stages, Laughlin [1987] has added one more stage, which he calls, 
a "quasi-ignorance" stage.  By developing the early Habermas's concept of language processes, 
which he calls methodological stages, Laughlin (1987, p489) argues that this "can help 
understand and change the nature and interconnections of the (technical) accounting system and 
the various social factors which give it meaning".  
The way in which Laughlin (1987) develops an interconnection at the methodological level 
of social scientists to do research utilising such language processes is as follows:
The "critical theorems" stage is where certain researchers attempt, through certain discursive 
processes, to expose the nature of these [possibly accounting systems technical roots and 
historical social roots] variables and their interrelationships. These insights are then taken to the 
primary organisational actors (who can in some sense be called the "researched" due to their 
likely involvement in the critical theorems forthcoming) who together with the researchers 
continue to explore the accuracy or inaccuracy (to them) of the nature and interconnections of 
the various insights gleaned in the "critical theorems" stage. This constitutes the next, "processes 
of enlightenment", stage.  Finally the researchers and researched together, through further 
discursive processes, derive, in the light of the insights from the previous stages, strategies which 
are intended to lead to change and development in the accounting system and the social context 
and the interrelationships between the two.  This is the "selection of strategies" stage.  (Laughlin 
1987, p489)
Laughlin (1987, p489) further argues that this "whole approach is a process which can be 
used for analysing and changing the nature of any accounting system, and its social context, of 
any particular organisation".  In fact, such a theme of the early Habermas's language processes 
still occupy some of the major implicit positions in Habermas's later work.  For example, from 
his theory of communicative action and, more recently, from White's (1988) interpretations of 
Habermas's recent work it is evident that Habermas, in the main, has focused on the coordination 
of action through following some "sociation principles".  What this indicates is that these 
"sociation principles" cannot be reduced to the methodological corollary at the level of an 
individual researcher.  Rather, according to Habermas, such processes can only be considered a 
methodological perspective for a real action situation (that is - at the level of real actors) through 
which the 'organisation of social life' can be carried out 'rationally'.  In other words, at the level of 
real actors, through practical discourse (such as through language processes), they can apprehend, 
organise and change any situation that they need to in order for the constitutions of species (Held 
1980). 
The way Habermas inculcated such an idealised discourse however is not problem-free 
when we consider consensus (see Laughlin 1987).  There is a possibility of disagreements which 
are deemed to be a blockage in making progress towards consensus.  In other words, it is 
possible that the movement of reflection through such processes towards higher levels of 
generality and abstraction may "lead instead to an even greater instability of reference that will, 
as so often happens in the experimental situation of encounter groups, cause the participants 
either to drown in the new uncertainties they produce of else to fight over their bitter harvest of 
incommensurate splinters of meaning" (Pusey 1987, p118).  These are empirical questions and 
need considerations from an externalist point of view.  A result of such movement of reflection 
would at least be to facilitate raising conflicting issues rather than just attempting to solve them 
through 'positivistic' calculations.  
Although Laughlin (1987) has attempted to make a case as to how Habermas's language 
processes can be utilised at the methodological level of researchers (as a group - as he calls it), a 
question can be as to raised how an individual researcher can be a part of such processes.  It 
seems logical to argue that in order to participate in such processes as a member of the group, 
each individual researcher needs to know about the 'body of knowledge' of the discursive 
subjects.  In this sense, Laughlin's (1987) methodological approach deserves further attention. 
It is this concern which leads to, and raises a question of how, a Habermasian 
methodological approach can be utilised from the view point of an external researcher.  That is, 
how can an individual researcher be a part of such language processes?  To answer this question 
attention is drawn to re-examining Habermas's earlier work on the topic of Knowledge and 
Human Interests.  The following sections address some of the multifaceted concepts of 
Habermas's methodological positions and are directed toward this end.  
C: Some Aspects of Multifaceted Positions
According to Habermas, the consideration of the problematic relationship between the 
notions of 'explanation' and 'understanding' is not only concerned with the methods and aims of 
the social sciences, but also their epistemological presuppositions. Throughout, Habermas has 
attempted to bring social science research "under one roof" (McCarthy 1988) as against the 
'dualism' within "social sciences".  He certainly does recognise that the possibility of raising the 
question of 'dualism' of the sciences may exist when we distinguish the natural sciences from the 
social sciences, but not within the "social sciences" itself.  
To focus on the "dualism" of the sciences, Habermas has drawn attention to past researchers.  
Habermas (1988) argues that it was Rickert who was the first to try to grasp the "dualism" of 
natural and cultural sciences in a methodologically rigorous way.  He further argues that it was 
Rickert who attempted to reflect on the "dualism" of the sciences bringing in interesting aspects 
from Kant to Hegel.  Thus, he goes on to argue that Rickert had accorded the same status to both 
the natural and cultural sciences, as against that of Cassier who made a clear separation between 
the two.  Subsequently, it was Weber who had set the agenda but did not then show interest in 
the relationship between the natural and cultural sciences from an epistemological point of view, 
as did Rickert and Cassier (Habermas 1988, p10).  
Although Weber conceptualised cultural sciences as a new social science with a systematic 
intent, Habermas (1988) argues, such a methodological advancement falls under 'dualism'.  
Habermas argues that:
On the one hand, Weber always emphasizes the empirical-analytic task of using proven lawlike 
hypotheses to explain social action and make conditional predictions.  From this point of view, 
the social sciences, like nomological sciences, yield information that can be translated into 
technical recommendations for the rational choice of means. (1988, p12)  
This leads Habermas to argue that Weber's emphasis might supply the "knowledge of the 
technique by which one masters life - external things as well as human action - through 
calculation".  On the other hand, Habermas also realises that Weber's 'understanding of meaning' 
of social action through such knowledge-guided interest can do no more than open the way to the 
social facts.  Thus, he goes on to argue that Weber has taken this position on the debate of the 
controversy over value judgements, "which gives a methodologically subordinate status to the 
hermeneutic intention of understanding meaning" (Habermas 1984, p13).  
Habermas calls Weber's methodological dualism 'causal-analytic' and 'interpretive' methods.  
Habermas in fact did not reject Weber's "all aspects".  Like Weber, for example, Habermas has 
also attempted to bring explanatory and interpretive approaches "under one roof" (McCarthy 
1988).  One can also find Habermas's attitude to this from his clarification of Weber's unofficial 
version regarding the theory of action (see Habermas 1984, pp279-289).  
In the official version, Habermas argues, 
Weber distinguishes the types of purposive-rational, value-rational, affectual, and traditional 
action.  This typology is based on categories of action goals to which an actor can orient himself 
in his purposive activity: utilitarian, value-related, and affectual goals.  Then "traditional action" 
follows as a residual category that is not further determined.  This typology is obviously guided 
by an interest in distinguishing the degrees to which action is rationalizable.  Weber did not start 
from social relationship. He regards as rationalizable only through the means-ends relation of 
teleologically conceived, monological action.  (1984, p 281)
If one adopts Weber's perspective, Habermas argues that "the only aspects of action open to 
objective appraisal are the effectiveness of a causal intervention into an existing situation and the 
truth of the empirical assumptions that underlie the maxim or the plan of action - that is, the 
subjective belief about a purposive-rational organisation of means" (Habermas 1984, p281).  In 
other words, according to Habermas, Weber's concepts do not relate to the "linguistic medium of 
possible understanding" of meaning, but only "to the beliefs and intentions of acting subjects".  
Thus, Habermas goes on to argue that Weber "does not elucidate meaning in connection with 
the model of speech", which counts the fundamentals of interpersonal relations between acting 
subjects.  
Habermas (1984, p280) further argues that "the concept of social action cannot be 
introduced by way of explicating the concept of meaning that Weber has advanced".  Rather, his 
belief is that the model of purposive activity needs to be expanded "with two other specifications 
so that the conditions of social interaction are satisfied: (a) an orientation to the behavior of other 
acting subjects, and (b) a reflexive relation of the reciprocal action orientations of several 
interacting subjects" (Habermas 1984, p280).  
Whilst elucidating Weber's unofficial version of action theory, Habermas argues:
When Weber attempts to set up a typology on the conceptual level of social action, he 
encounters additional aspects of the rationality of action.  Social actions can be distinguished 
according to the mechanisms for coordinating individual actions, for instance according to 
whether a social relation is based on interest positions alone or on normative agreement as well.  
It is in this way that Weber distinguishes the sheer facticity of an economic order from the social 
validity [Geltung] of a legal order.  In the one case, social relations gain stability through the 
factual intermeshing of interest positions; on the other, through an additional recognition of 
normative validity claims. . . .
Interaction based on complementarity of interests exists not only in the form of custom - that is, 
of insensibly accepted habituation - but also at the level of rational competitive behavior, for 
example in modern commerce, in which participants  have formed a clear consciousness of the 
complementarity as well as of the contingency of their interest positions. On the other hand, 
interaction based on normative consensus does not only take the form of tradition-bound, 
conventional action; the modern legal system is dependent on an enlightened belief in 
legitimation, which rational natural law - in the idea of a basic contract among free and equals - 
traces back to procedures of rational will formation.  This might have suggested constructing the 
types of social action (a) according to the kind of coordination and (b) according to the degree of 
rationality of social relationship. (1984, pp 283-284)
Finally, Habermas argues that Weber's unofficial typology of action has not been carried out 
fruitfully for 'the problematic of social rationalisation'.  This is where Habermas captures several 
aspects which have been developed through advancing the idea of communicative action.  By 
communicative action, as against instrumental and strategic action which are oriented to 
success, Habermas (1984, p286) maintains it means "the actions of the agents involved are 
coordinated not through egocentric calculations of success but through acts of reaching 
understanding".  Habermas goes on to argue that "(i)n communicative action participants are not 
primarily oriented to their own individual successes; they pursue their individual goals under the 
condition that they can harmonize their plans of action on the basis of common situation 
definitions" (p286).    
According to Habermas, "knowledge is always related to human actions" (Lyytinen and 
Klein 1985).  By examining the category of actions, Habermas demonstrates the interlocking of 
'knowledge' with 'interests'.  In so doing, Habermas (1978, p212) vindicates the view that 
"interest is not external to knowledge".  He also argues that "interests and actions are attached to 
each other in that they both establish the conditions of possible knowledge and depend on 
cognitive processes, although in different configurations according to the form of action" (p212).  
In fact, Habermas considered the theory of knowledge and human interests, as an attempt to set 
the foundation for a critical theory that would stand between philosophy and science (Pusey 
1987).  
In a later work, Habermas put forward an argument that 
The controversial relationship between the methodological framework of research and pragmatic 
function of applying the results of research can be clarified only when the knowledge-orienting 
interests invested in the methodological approaches have been made conscious. (1988, p14) 
If this is what Habermas wants to see occurring amongst (social) scientists, then we need to 
be more conscious about what we are doing and want to do.  For example, as indicated earlier, 
if accounting researchers want embark on studies which attempt to investigate contemporary 
accounting practice by raising research question, such as: what, why and how contemporary 
accounting practice has become purposive, is being used and is to be used, including the means 
of so doing at a micro-organisational level; then, a further apprehension of Habermas's 
methodological position is deemed necessary.  In order to explain the characteristics of the 
relationships of knowledge to interests from such a research point of view, that is at the 
methodological level of an individual researcher, attention is drawn in the following section 
using some aspects of Habermas's discursive thoughts on "knowledge and human" interests. This 
is done by juxtaposing the aspects of knowledge and interests for 'all sciences' and the 'social 
sciences only'.  

Aspects of Knowledge Interests Considering 'All Sciences'
In addition to the attempt to set the foundation for a critical theory (as has been indicated 
above), Habermas's theory of 'knowledge-guiding' interests can also be considered as an attempt 
to elucidate the embeddedness of scientific research in 'all sciences'.  By 'all sciences' we are 
referring to both the 'social' and 'natural' sciences.  Considering 'all sciences', Habermas has 
categorised the underlying knowledge orienting 'interests' into three kinds of knowledge-
constitutive interests: 'technical', 'practical' and 'emancipatory' interests.  
Habermas's initial intention in undertaking this project, in the first place, was to break the 
positivistic connections between knowledge and interests (Pusey 1987).  Such representations 
mostly occupy related texts, especially those which have dealt with Habermas's concepts (see 
Thompson 1981, Held 1980, Guess 1981, Roderick 1986, Pusey 1987, White 1988).  Lyytinen 
and Klein (1985) also elaborated on such discussions.  They recognised that knowledge interests 
can be utilised to determine 'the cognitive strategies that guide systemic inquiry', which provides 
them with the means of classifying the processes of such inquiries.  Figure 2 is reproduced from 
Lyytinen and Klein (1985) to show their categorisation of different aspects of Habermas's 
knowledge interests which they develop for categorising IS (Information Systems) research.  
Figure 2
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(Source: Lyytinen and Klein [1985,p224])
The way in which Lyytinen and Klein (1985) have advanced these different 'aspects of 
knowledge interest' through this figure is elaborated below.  By the Social Action Aspect, 
following McCarthy (1978) and Bernstein (1976), they articulate that it "reveals the connection 
between a type of social action and the knowledge interest with which it is associated" (Lyytinen 
and Klein 1985, p224).  Following Habermas, they argue that "the Mediating Elements Aspect 
suggests three 'real' world elements that underlie a specific knowledge interest" (p224).  And by 
the Science Aspect they mean "how disciplines can be classified according to their underlying 
knowledge interest" (p224).  By the Purpose of Inquiry Aspect, they (Lyytinen and Klein 1985, 
p224) mean that it "provides the reasons behind a knowledge interest inquiry" and "the Process 
of Inquiry Aspects gives the methodological framework of the inquiry".(All italics are ours)  
The way in which Lyytinen and Klein (1985) articulate the three modes of principal 
classifications of inquiry: technical interest, practical interest and emancipatory interest, are as 
follows:
Technical knowledge interest is concerned with the efficient control of the 'physical' world.  It is 
linked to the knowledge needs of purposive-rational action.  This capability to control is acquired 
through learning, by observing the success or failure of deliberate interventions...
Inquiry in the technical knowledge interest mode takes place through controlled experimentation 
in which hypotheses are verified or falsified.  Methodological rules of inquiry are called 
'scientific method'.  
The practical  knowledge interest is concerned with assisting historic understanding, both self 
understanding and understanding of others.  This manifests itself through the communicative 
action of ordinary language (Berger, Luckman 1967).  The ability to understand comes from the 
cultural socialization that produces accepted social norm and role expectations... Methodological 
rules of inquiry are called "rules of hermeneutics" and they attempt to create a dialogue between 
people trying to understand each other.  
Emancipatory knowledge interest is related to our concern to have free, open communications 
and the conditions that enable these to take place (Bernstein 1976).  This is the most 
fundamental knowledge interest because it deals with the substantive and normative aspects of 
human life, our destiny as a human species... (pp 224-225)
Pusey (1987, p23) argues that "Habermas has no wish to protect bad science and he certainly 
wants imperfect knowledge to be corrected with better scientific observation where that is 
appropriate".  Also, if Habermas intended to see the non-dualism within social sciences, then we 
can raise several questions.  For example, does Habermas provide any such categorisation of 
'knowledge interests' only for social science research and its corresponding characterisations? 
This is a crucial question and needs further analysis.  That is, how can a Habermasian approach 
be used in understanding 'social science research'? This leads to the following discussions, that 
is, a consideration of only the "social sciences" as opposed to "all sciences".  

Aspects of Knowledge Interests Considering only "Social Sciences"
Here again, one may ask what leads a science to be called a "social science"? It is an 
understanding that a science which is constituted at least partially, by some account of 
subjectivity or human agency, is a "social science".  It is not a question of how one can derive an 
account of subjectivity [which can be derived in more than one way (White 1988)].  Rather, the 
argument is that a social science research programme must be constituted by some account of 
subjectivity or human agency.  For example, White (1988, p5) argues that "rational choice theory 
develops an account of a subject which does indeed build upon the tradition in which each agent 
inhabits a monological world of cognition and volution".  On the other hand, White (1988, p5) 
argues, Habermas "constructs an account of subjectivity which is derived from his analysis of the 
structures of intersubjectivity implicitly pre-supposed by ongoing interaction".  
However, with the redirection of our focus from all sciences to the social sciences, as has 
been indicated above, it is possible that there is a need for a further attention in making sense of 
conducting social science research than what has been advanced by Lyytinen and Klein (1985) 
for all sciences.  In an attempt to further elaborate this discursive argument, an alternative 
representation of the categorisations of knowledge-orienting interests and their corresponding 
characterisations, as opposed to the presentation made by Lyytinen and Klein (1985), is 
presented below (see Figure 3).  
A reason for such representation is that it (ie, the representations of Lyytinen and Klein 
1985) obscures delineating social science research (say management accounting research) as 
being "under one roof".  In particular, the problem arises when a consideration of "technical 
interest" and its corresponding aim and process of inquiries has emerged.  The equivocality 
between 'what is technical' and 'what is non-technical' leads to the problem of whether the 
'technical' means non-social and the 'non-technical' means social.  Arguably, this controversy has 
divided many contemporary researchers/academics, of course reluctantly, and leads one to argue 
that the dualism of sciences is the only proposition that can ultimately provide a solution for 
such a division.  
Latour & Woolgar (1979) have dealt with such a distinction.  They emphasise that 
concentration on social in contradistinction to technical could lead to the disproportionate 
selection of events for analysis which appear to exemplify mistaken or wrong science.  Latour & 
Woolgar (1979, p29) urge that this "together with our (their) desire to avoid adopting the 
distinction between technical and social leads us (them) to what might be regarded as a 
particularly irrelevant approach to the analysis of science" (italics are ours). 
In a later work, Latour argues that 
The difference between technical and non-technical literature is not that one is about fact and 
the other about fiction, but that the latter gathers only a few resources at hand, and the former a 
lot of resources, even from far away in time and space. (1987, p33)
Latour goes on to argue that 
The more technical and specialised a literature is, the more 'social' it becomes, since the number 
of associations necessary to drive readers out and force them into accepting a claim as a fact 
increase. (1987, p62)
Habermas has classified action into the domain of "social" and "non-social" to clarify the 
problematic process of societal rationalisation. A clear-cut boundary of such classification of 
these two notions is to be found in his book The Theory of Communicative Action.  Habermas 
notes that
We call an action orientation to success instrumental when we consider it under the aspect of 
following technical rules of action and assess the efficiency of an intervention into a complex of 
circumstances and events.  We call an action oriented to success strategic when we consider it 
under the  aspect of following of rational choice and assess the efficacy of influencing the 
decisions of a rational opponent. (1984, p285)
Like Habermas's classification between 'purposive-rational action' and 'communicative 
action', the classification of technical knowledge-orienting interest and practical knowledge-
orienting interests also has a problematic status.  The former has been seen by many who have 
further elaborated Habermas's work (see Thompson 1981, Held 1980, Roderick 1986 for such 
explanations).  These authors have seen "technical interest" as "technical enquiry" which is 
considered together with a process of "scientific method" (which Habermas calls "empirical-
analytic" science).  Of course, Habermas himself has advanced such a position to clarify the 
knowledge-orienting interests considering "all sciences" together.  
Thus, consideration of such a categorisation, "technical" and "practical" or "technical" and "non-
technical", may not be useful, as far as the processes, purposes and sciences are concerned, 
especially for the interest of a technical 'body of knowledge', which Habermas has categorised as 
"technical interests" in order to include "all sciences".  At the level of individual researcher, 
there is a need to reconsider such categorisations.  In Figure 3, a presentation is made by 
advancing some alternative typologies of knowledge interests and their respective 
characterisations under the four categories of 'mediating elements and social action', 'aim of 
inquiries', 'process of inquiries & methods', and 'pragmatic relationships'.   
Figure 3
Some Characterised Relationships with Knowledge and  Interests - at the Level of an  
Individual Social Science Researcher
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An understanding here is that one must not equate "technical knowledge interest" within the 
"social sciences" with the notion of "technical enquiry".  The latter term may be suitable for 
natural sciences such as physics and engineering (Lyytinen and Klein 1985).  For "social 
sciences", the meaning of "technical interest" needs to be re-read as interest in collecting or 
gaining a "technical body of knowledge" [ie, machines and inscription (Latour 1987)] in order to 
perform practical "discourse", or for pre-theoretical preparation.  From the viewpoint of real 
actors, the production of this knowledge is constitutive, because it is real actors who constitute 
their reality when they encounter problems in their efforts to produce their existence and 
reproduce their "species being" (Held 1980, p25).
It is either to perform practical discourse or pre-theoretical preparation (as mentioned 
above), that a social scientist needs to collect a body of knowledge (ie, knowledge about work 
systems, purposive rational action, machines, inscriptions, etc) through field studies.   The 
"pragmatic relationships" between researcher and "researched" for the purpose of such enquiries 
also needs to be considered as direct, in an anthropological (or ethnomethodological) sense.  
That is, in order to collect a "body of knowledge" regarding any technical or social roots of 
accounting, a researcher needs to come closer to the "researched".  In a similar fashion, it can be 
argued that knowledge regarding "understanding of meanings" (of course - at the pre-theoretical 
level) needs to be reified through conducting field studies.  In this case also, the pragmatic 
relationship between researcher and "researched" needs to be considered as a direct relationship.
According to Habermas, from the viewpoint of a social scientist[s], the final task always 
depends on an emancipatory interest which can only be made reflective through "discourse" 
(through writing a kind of critical ethnography) and only "indirectly".  Certainly, such "discourse" 
cannot be done in a value-free way.  The final 'understanding of meaning' is dependent upon the 
conclusions that are to be drawn by the "researched" or on reflections through "emancipation" in 
a therapeutic sense.  
In the previous discussions, attention has been directed towards knowing both the technical 
and the practical body of knowledge, instead of locating them as two separate traditions of 
research.  However, to demonstrate these arguments one can take examples from the nature of 
the "technical body of knowledge" in (management) accounting that may well include the 
following in an organisational setting:
a.
issues of controlling production processes for efficiency and effectiveness including the 
identification of costs, material requirement planning (MRP), production scheduling and capacity 
planning;
b.
analyses of sales by establishing prices, profitable lines, costs distribution and inventory levels;
c.
identifications of plant locations for a diversified company, investment analyses, and solving 
transportation problems;
d.
use of statistics to grapple with profits, costs, sales, cash flow and share market variations, to 
financial statement analyses, to analysing public expenditures and revenues in the case of 
government accounting;
e.
analyses for pessimistic and optimistic calculations;
f.
analyses of the applicability of costing methods under new technological innovations (Eg.  JIT, 
CAM, CAD, CAE); and technical analyses of transfer pricing problems and budgeting.  
g.
costs and other bodies of technical knowledge for strategic cost analysis;
h. body of technical knowledge of information (computer) technology for designing integrated 
accounting system, and so on.
The purpose of citing these examples here is to demonstrate that it would be misleading if 
we were to ascribe to this a body of 'technical knowledge' which can be produced by the 
"technical inquiry" of "positivists". We doubt such knowledge can be acquired in a value neutral 
way, that is, through the use of the positivistic methods.  "Positivism" fails to reflect both on this 
technical interest, which informs sciences, and to differentiate these orientations from practical 
interests.  
In order to use these as a 'body of knowledge' for practical purposes or for change to any 
accounting systems and its social roots, there is a need for an "internal colonisation" or 
"implementation", in its first order sense (see Laughlin 1991).  To make use of this knowledge 
in a second order sense, it is the real actors who can adopt what Laughlin (1991) calls an 
"interpretive schema".  For the purpose of 'explanation' and 'understanding' such a body of 
knowledge [ie, both technical (not technical enquiry) and practical] can be considered as a 
"necessary condition but not a telos or sufficient condition" (Habermas 1978,1987).  The 
sufficient conditions of 'explanation' and 'understanding' is dependent upon the ultimate agenda 
of what Habermas calls 'emancipation' (or reflections).  
Here, it should be kept in mind that, although this technical body of knowledge and 
'understanding of meaning' (that is, 'practical' in the sense as has been advanced here) might have 
its roots in the social (society) as a whole not all of them need equal attention in the sense of a 
Habermasian 'rationalisation' debate (see White 1988, p102).  Of course, for pedagogic and 
epistemological reasoning such knowledge-gain needs to be made public via theoretical 
discourses for universalising relations (or otherwise), which can still be categorised as an 
'emancipatory' interest.  Arguably, Habermas might see, more or less, that 'emancipation' through 
discourse is necessary for knowledge-orientation which has 'transcendental status' to a greater 
degree.  Thus, it can be argued that it is through this 'emancipatory' interest, a social science 
researcher can explicate, reconstruct, and (even) deconstruct the meanings that go beyond those 
intended (perceived) by the real actors or which are embedded in traditions.  
On the level of an individual researcher, although Habermas's methodological position is 
blurred in respect of the first two levels of knowledge-orienting interest - that is, 'technical' and 
'practical' knowledge types - he has however opened a position for social scientists, that is, the 
knowledge-orientation for emancipatory interest.  In this sense, one may consider the 
'methodological issues' in management accounting research itself as a topic of "emancipatory" 
interest.  Similarly, theorising social issues of accounting can also be viewed as an emancipatory 
topic in that such theorising is always dependent not only on 'explanations' and 'understanding of 
meanings', but also on "final analysis" or "reflections" in a therapeutic sense.  
Conclusion
Habermas has neither talked specifically about accounting, nor provided any methodical 
structure of how to investigate a context of accounting.  Despite doubts about Habermas's 
programme and its profound implications for accounting (see Arrington and Puxty 1991), on the 
other hand, the consideration of his notion of 'emancipatory interest' (only) at the methodological 
level can be considered a potential theoretical advancement in making sense of the doing of 
research on accounting as social and institutional practice.  For example, it is argued that it is 
either to perform practical discourse or pre-theoretical preparation that a social scientist (external 
researcher) needs to collect a body of knowledge [both the "technical" (work systems, purposive 
rational action, machines, inscriptions, etc) and "practical" (understanding communicative action 
and meanings)] through field study (or otherwise).  Then, after gathering the "empirics" (both the 
technical and practical knowledge types), the final task of a social scientist is to represent them 
(empirics) to the public by way of emancipatory discourse through writing critical ethnography.  
This is what we referred to as, from the viewpoint of an external researcher, an "emancipatory 
interest".
Moreover, Habermas's inculcation of a hypothesis such as "the linguistification of the sacred 
can facilitate the rationalisation process of the lifeworld" may attract accounting-in-action 
researchers to develop a methodological corollary.  In other words, it means that an increasing 
'linguistification' of multiplicities (both "technical" and "practical" knowledge types) from 
contexts by representing them to the public (including fellow colleagues) by way of including the 
writing critical ethnography, analysing and theorising (or otherwise), may be a way of 
enlightening the information seeking societies both the western and non-western.  To Habermas, 
this linguistification is not just a syntactic or semantic analysis, but rather an unveiling of the 
language-in-use in any real action situation (for instance, accounting-in-action).  
To reaffirm, our conclusion about Habermas's methodological position, is that he has neither 
provided nor assumed any agency in describing "methodical discretion".  Rather, he has advanced 
meta-level understanding about methodological issues what is generally referred to as 
problematic "knowledge claims" including the consideration of modernity/rationality of the 
Occidental capitalism.  How researchers can get access and how can data or information be 
collected and so on, are issues of "methodical discretion".  A final note is that this paper used the 
term "methodical discretion" as provisional for a further research, which to be dealt with 
including tools, tribulations, tactics and rhetoric to be engaged in writing up critical ethnography.
 
 
 
 
 
 
End Notes  (References included here)
  A reason why we adopt Habermas's critical thought is that as a leader of the 'Frankfurt School', he has 
reconstructed and advanced a range of challenging theses on the subject of modern philosophy and social theory 
including the concept of rationality in conceptualising 'modernity' in Occidental capitalism and "the doing of 
research" (scientists' activities, social or otherwise) that extends well beyond his predecessors such as Marx, 
Weber, Durkheim, Mead, Lukacs, Horkeimer, Adorno and Marcuse.  Moreover, an eclecticism of Habermasian 
thoughts and theses has appeared in accounting research.
   That is to name a few: Hopwood 1978, 1979, 1983, 1986; Tinker 1980, Burchell et al., 1980, Tomkins & 
Groves 1983, Willmot 1986, Cooper & Sherer 1984, Hopper & Powell 1985, Neimark & Tinker 1986, Chua 
1986, Miller and O'Leary 1987, Cooper 1981, 1983; Cooper and Hopper 1987, Laughlin 1987, 1988, 1991; 
Boland and Pondy 1986, Covaleski and Dirsmith 1988, 1990; Loft 1985, Broadbent et al., 1991, Armstrong 1985, 
1991, Booth 1991, Chua & Degeling 1993, Preston et al, 1992, Lodh 1994, Chua 1994.
   It is possible that the ontological beliefs and leitmotifs of some of these perspectives can be overlapped among 
perspectives.
   In a strict sense, those who utilize the 'empirical-analytic' method, which is analogous with the experimental 
modality of natural sciences,  in the social sciences are generally considered as 'positivists' (and/or logical 
positivists). To say 'empirical-analytic' method we strictly mean by empirical modelling, a situation for testing 
theory, ie, which has been used as instrument for behavioural analyses or cognitive enquiry, what Burrell and 
Morgan (1979) classified as 'functionalists'. According to Suppe (1977), a central characteristic activity of such a 
positivists' method is "the use of reason in the suggestion and development of hypotheses and theories and 
evaluating the knowledge claims by those who advance such hypotheses and theories" (p.650). For example, in 
accounting those who have used, to name a few, the positivists' ontology and epistemology, which attempted 'to 
discover a knowable and objective reality' (Chua 1986), are: (1) contingency theory (see Khandwalla 1972, Burns 
and Waterhouse 1975, Hayes 1977, Daft and MacIntosh 1978, Merchant 1981, Brownell 1981, Gordon and 
Narayanan 1984, Govindarajan 1984, Jones 1985, Brownell and MacInnes 1986, Hirst 1983, Mia 1989); (2) 
multi-cue probability learning theories (see Hoskins 1983, Kessler and Ashton 1981, Harrell 1977, Libby 1975); 
(3) efficient capital markets research (see Gonedes 1974, Beaver and Dukes 1973, Fama 1970, Ball and Brown 
1968); and (4) agency theory (see Baiman 1982, Zimmerman 1979, Demski and Feltham 1978).
   Obviously such dysfunctions are not only a common characteristic in accounting but also a common feature of 
most disciplines in social sciences. 
  See, for example, Radnitzky and Bartley 1987, Kekes 1976, Tamny and Irani 1986, Nathanson 1985, Kang 
1976, March and Simon 1958.
  See the divergent perspectives for such positions - though the details of how each of these perspectives can be 
related to these two levels, ie, meta-theoretical and action-orientation theoretical levels, have not been 
apprehended.  
   It is to be noted that there exists no explicit definition as such in the writings of Mehan and Wood [1975].  
  A similar line of argument can be found within the critical accounting literature where there exists an explicit 
extended connotation as noted in the writings of Hopper and Powell (1985, p431) [following Burrell and Morgan 
(1979)] who suggest that three sets of assumptions such as "ontology", "epistemology", and "human nature", 
direct a fourth dimension of social science research, ie, "methodology".  A similar argument is also to be found in 
Chua (1986).
  Our understanding about "methods" in the doing of research on accounting-in-action is that they are the 
techniques or tools or tribulations by which data is gathered and analysed; the ways in which interviewing, 
documenting, observing, recording, note taking, acting, writing (mode of representation) and collecting any 'body 
of knowledge' (accounting as social and institutional practice) can be conducted and the use of statistics both 
inferential (ie, testing tools for positivist) and descriptive.
   It is to be noted that these positions cannot be considered as mutually exclusive.   
  To Habermas (1987, p138), culture means: "the stock of knowledge from which participants in communication 
supply themselves with interpretations as they come to an understanding about something in the world".  He uses 
the term society to mean "the legitimate orders through which participants regulate their membership in social 
groups and thereby secure solidarity".  By personality he means "the competences that make a subject capable of 
speaking and acting, that put him in a position to take part in a process of reaching understanding and thereby to 
assert his own identity".
  According to Weber, societal rationalisation was identified with growing purposive rationalisation.  But for 
Habermas such an identification is not necessary. One can, Habermas argues, open up the question of whether 
purposive rationalisation is the only possible way of developing that broader potential for the rationalisation of 
action which is made available with the culture of modernity.  
   As far as methodology is concerned there exists differences amongst the critical theorists (such as Adorno, 
Horkheimer, Marcuse, and Habermas), in the way they have advanced their theories on the nature of historical 
development [see Laughlin (1987) for such a discussion]; and these theories, therefore, form different 
paradigmatic positions, which also trace their roots back to various other social theorists such as Kant, Hegel, 
Marx, Durkheim and Weber.  
  A major interest here is the consideration of the former, that is, with the methodological approach that has been 
extended by Laughlin (1987) which follows Habermas's three key stages of language processes. 
   It is to be noted that we have taken some of the typologies that have been developed by Lyytinen and Klein 
(1985), but we do not claim that all their classifications are conclusive, at least if it considers social sciences only.
   Here field study is used as a general notion, no distinction is made between case studies, field studies or 
fieldwork (cf. Ryan et al 1992, Booth 1991).
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