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Introduction 
Advising accounting researchers pursuing investigations on the nature of accounting, 

Wheeler (1970: 4) stated, “Indeed, one useful piece of research might be a study of the nature 
of accounting.” Over time, several accounting researchers have studied the nature of accounting 
(Golberge [1], its purpose (e.g., Burchell et al [2]; Mattessich [3]), and its archeology and 
its use cross civilizations [3,4]. Some have even addressed the role of other disciplines; for 
example, Buhr [5] refers to the nature and purpose of advertising to enlighten us and broaden 
our understanding of accounting and its purposes. Accounting emerged from the practice as a 
response to particular needs [6-20]. No theoretical structure was needed when the accounting 
user was in charge of the business operation. Not until a divorce between managing and 
financing operations took place did the need call for abstract grounds upon which corporate 
accounting founds. To date, such a mission is underdeveloped [6-10,21-30,12,31-35]. 

Revisiting the role and purpose of accounting throughout time potentially enhances our 
understanding of what accounting was, is serving, and will best serve. Not all accounting 
researchers possess archeological evidence in their inquiries for the origins of accounting. 
Without hard evidence, precise answers for such an inquiry might not be obtainable, though 
speculation is valuable. Professor Mattessich, who happened to have firsthand archeological 
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Abstract
The needs for economic systems that humans constructed throughout time have been the driving force for 
accounting technological inventions starting with bookkeeping, followed by double-entry bookkeeping. 
Many civilizations and societies have contributed to the development and advancements of accounting. 
To this effect, Italy was a fortune county in which the number of “antecedents” converged, and thus, is 
considered the place of origin for modern accounting. Italy as a society cannot be held solely responsible 
for its birth, nor can its citizens be credited for the invention of accounting. Attributing the creation of 
accounting to Pacioli and the dating of its origin to 1449 require further consideration, rendering the 
questions of who invented accounting and when wide open. In the absence of hard evidence, speculating 
such a defining moment is the optimal contemporary accounting research produces. Accounting has 
retained its usefulness in societies through its adaptability to new roles when the master of the business 
is present. The business model needs to be revisited and retheorized when accounting is not serving 
well. A social paradox results from financing the operations of corporations and becoming their victims. 
Accounting cannot compensate for owners’ absence in the business model selected for conducting 
business. Accounting research inquiring about the role of accounting and questioning its usability and 
benefit to society labeled ‘critical’ or ‘historical’ or deeming such discourse radical should be one of the 
mainstream accounting research instead.
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documents, produces unique studies that he compiled in a volume 
(2012). This study proclaims that the definitive point in time when 
accounting was created is unknown. Crediting a specific individual 
for its creation is not only a weak argument but also a mistake. 
Accounting has emerged in response to its surroundings and tends 
to adapt to dynamic surroundings but with new objectives. Such 
surroundings vary by civilization and society [36,37], of which 
many have contributed to the development and advancements 
of accounting-adapting to new purposes when necessary has 
reserved the usefulness of accounting to various societies. The 
purpose of this article is to present a brief history of the origins of a 
great profession to those interested in learning about it. The article 
bravely speculates that accounting was first used in whatever form 
of bookkeeping was developed when the first transaction took place 
on the earth. Since the era of such a transaction is unidentified, the 
birth of accounting remains mysterious. The article also clarifies 
that the invention of accounting differs from the birth of accounting 
for dual effects, as we know it in its relation to agency. To fulfill such 
objectives, the remainder of this paper is organized as follows. First, 
I detail the lack of knowledge on the first-ever use of accounting. The 
first moment when bookkeeping was used is speculated in section 
3. Then section 4 distinguishes between the creation of accounting 
and the birth of modern accounting. Section 5 draws the public 
attention of a social paradox because of financing the operation 
of corporations and becoming their victims. The corporate model 
needs to be revisited and re-theorized. Accounting is not causing 
scandal and fraud. Accounting is suitable for which it is. Accounting 
cannot make up for the owner’s absence in the business model 
selected for conducting business. I conclude that accounting has 
retained its usefulness in society through its adaptability to new 
purposes and roles when the master of the business is present.

A Great History with an Unknown Departure Point 
in Time

Unfortunately, answers to the questions of who invented 
accounting Hendriksen [38] and when remain largely unknown. 
Hackett [39] documented, “Most points out that the summaries 
recorded commercial transactions on stone dating back to 3600 
B.C. and 400 years later on clay.” While the act of recording 
transactions was founded several years ago, its first use remains 
unknown. According to Pacioli, conducting businesses without 
systematically recording entries can be cumbersome; however, 
people in business who are incapable of keeping books tend to work 
in the blind and are likely to face significant losses (Gleeson-White, 
2011, p. 94, 113). Chatfield [12] stressed that: “The accumulation 
of private wealth led to some kind of stewardship accounting, both 
to assure the physical protection of assets and to prove that those 
who administered them had done their job properly. The need for 
a check on the honesty and reliability of employees made internal 
control a central feature of all ancient bookkeeping systems.” 

The significance of double-entry bookkeeping to humanity 
rests on its prominence in “mathematics and the quantification 
of physical phenomena” (Gleeson-White, 2011: 23). Despite 
confrontation and doubts regarding its accuracy (e.g., Jones, 

1796), double-entry bookkeeping has survived to date “as the only 
complete method of recoding commercial transactions” (Gleeson-
White, 2011: 135). Kats [40] noticed that “Unlike the produce 
accounts, those raised for money values of the same kind could be 
summarized;” enabling “…all items have to be expressed in the same 
kind of units; otherwise, summation would be impossible” [40]. In 
general, accountants worldwide record identical transactions using 
the same method, despite the dissimilarity of physical locations, 
settings where the transactions occur, and the cultural variation and 
language differences of participants involved in such transactions. 
Double-entry bookkeeping suffices the features of Kuhn’s [41] 
paradigm, enabling accounting to enter a state of normal science 
after an all-inclusive consensus to keep accounting books using a 
unified and universal technology [42]. Double-entry bookkeeping 
is the only paradigm in accounting that fits Kuhn’s definition of a 
typical science paradigm [9,42].

Every transaction has dual financial effects on the financial 
position of an accounting entity. The dual financial effects of an 
event on the accounting equation are chronologically recorded 
using the double-entry accounting system. Portraying operations 
and activities of entities using their dual effects mirrors the actual 
exchange that takes place in reality, based on the logic of “give and 
take” [43]. Such a duality implicates tangible transactions that fit 
“physical reality” and captures ownership and debt relations that 
have their place in social reality [44]. Accounting authors have 
suggested that bookkeeping, for example, Jones’ (1796) single 
entry, lacks efficiency (Gleeson-White, 2011: 135; see Cushing [42]). 
Sorter’s [44] event theory may be comprehensive and informative 
Johnson [45] but loading accounting records with information 
may not suffice the need of the intended users of accounting and 
its systems, causing significant events to be lost in the morass 
of events [29]. Moreover, efficiency promoted in double-entry 
bookkeeping may lead systems within accounting entities to lack 
a certain degree of accuracy. This trade-off between efficiency and 
accuracy in recording has encouraged accounting researchers to 
challenge the double-entry bookkeeping system. A major criticism 
that double-entry bookkeeping has been subjected to is the use 
of “artifacts associated with journals and ledgers…[that] are not 
essential aspects of an accounting system” McCarthy [46], whereas 
the REA model depends on “resources,” which double-entry is 
designed to account for and thus control. McCarthy’s [46-48] 
Resource-Event-Agent (REA)1 model presents an alternative way to 
model an accounting system. According to the REA model, capturing 
the core jobs of accountants and the factors they account for by 
modeling economic phenomena, as a conceptual representation is 
possible [46]. It is worth mentioning that “the further addition of 
a series of fictitious, or nominal, accounts, -a stopgap to be used in 
all cases where otherwise the equilibrium would be broken” [40]. 
Nonetheless, the double-entry bookkeeping system has survived 
several criticisms but recording alternatives as substitutes to the 
system have also proven to failure and inefficient. Over time, double-
entry became “synonymous with bookkeeping itself” (Gleeson-
White, 2011: 136). “When referring to the kind of bookkeeping…the 
most modern thought, chiefly in Italy, prefers to see the criterion of 
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bookkeeping by double entry in the raising of two different series of 
accounts…” [40]. Awkwardly, on the other hand, some writers have 
credited Pacioli2 with the invention of accounting3 [Aleqtisadiah] 
2012). In addition, Hannan [49] attributed the origins of accounting 
to Pacioli4. Attributing the invention of accounting to Pacioli 
(1449)5 is an inaccurate assertion. Evidence suggests that double-
entry records existed prior to Pacioli’s documentation of the Venice 
method Yamey [50]; see also Mar’ee [51]; Alhomaid [52]. Double-
entry preceded Pacioli by some 200 years Belkaoui [29]. Pacioli 
never claimed to invent double-entry bookkeeping [50,53-56]. His 
work was a description, not an invention [57]. As Littleton [57] put 
it, “… Paciolo’s description of the ‘method of Vinice’- for he invented 
none of the procedure himself…” Even “…Pacioli himself disclaimed 
the honour, and there is evidence of double-entry records before 
1494...” Yamey [50].

In Italy, merchants began using accounting as a tool of 
management control by 1400 “(De Rover, 1956, as cited in Belkaoui 
[29])”. The first double-entry books known to exist are those of 
Massari of Genoa, dating back to the year 1340 [29]. Evidence 
also points out that this early use of double-entry bookkeeping 
goes back to 1304 [58]. According to Kats [40], “[i]t has frequently 
been asserted that Greece and Rome, or at least the Romans, were 
acquainted with bookkeeping by double entry.” Ancient societies 
kept records. Praising the contribution of professor of archeology 
Schmandt-Besserat’s to accounting, Mattessich [59] stated, “By 
connecting the loosely dispersed tokens (between about 8,000 
to 3,500 BC) with the tokens in clay envelopes (C. 3,500 to 3,000 
BC and beyond), she recognized that the tokens were the basis 
of a widely used accounting system that lasted for some 5,000 
years (compared to double entry bookkeeping which seems to 
have existed for only 600 to 700 years).” Hendriksen [38] added, 
“Archaeologists believe that the clay tokens that bound in the 
Mesopotamian region were similarly used for accounting purposes. 
Sophisticated accounting systems appear to have been in place in 
China as early as 2000 BC and tantalizing references indicates a 
familiarity with double entry in Rome. Some even claim that the 
Romans were familiar with the concept depreciation.” Arguably, 
those who credited Pacioli with inventing accounting have possibly 
failed to distinguish between the oldest scholarly documented 
evidence of accounting text and the actual invention of accounting. 
These claimers, as well as those who attribute the origin of double-
entry bookkeeping to Pacioli, most likely do not debate that 
commerce had not been practiced prior to Pacioli’s documentation 
double-entry bookkeeping. The relationship between sophisticated 
economic systems and accounting that Chatfield [12] observed 
diminishes such claims. Chatfield [12] stressed that, “Whether the 
progress of ideology governs the development of social institution 
or vice versa, there are obvious connections between ideas and 
the conditions under which people live. A study of their revolution 
suggests that accounting processes are reactive, that they develop 
mainly in response to business needs at given time, and that their 
growth is relative to economic progress generally…the higher the 
level civilization, the more elaborate the bookkeeping methods. 
And as record keeping needs multiply, the ability of accounting 

data to promote or hinder economic development also increases.” 
Ignoring nations that displayed sophisticated economic systems 
and disregarding the efforts made by men and women throughout 
human history to develop accounting systems, such as double-
entry bookkeeping, even if these individuals are unknown, is unfair. 
History is a record and ought to show all facts. 

Speculating the First Moment when Bookkeeping 
was Used
Premise 1: What can be accounted for?

Hackett [39] employed the term “transaction” to characterize 
and refer to activities between people. The speculation arguably is 
that bookkeeping, more specifically recording, existed with the first 
ever transaction. Littleton’s [57] assertion that “…every transaction 
has a dual aspect…” builds up such speculation. Moreover, Hackett 
[39] clarified that “as soon as the first entrepreneurs contrived a 
method for making a profit, they contrived ways of controlling and 
protecting that profit.” “The recording is limited to a transaction in 
which a party gives, and another receives. In addition, in ancient 
“Ur or Babylon,” “…where no…common unit was being used, for 
instance, bookkeeping by double entry was an impossibility, the 
more so because no money or other common medium was known 
by which all debts in kind could be commuted” Kats [40]. Recent 
calls to expand the measurement function of accounting are 
conditioned on the ability to view aspects intended to be measured 
in a transaction model. An application would be that events 
affecting precious and ‘perceived scarce resources’ may not be 
accounted for unless viewed as a transaction arrangement between 
humans and nature. For example, discussing the need to value our 
planet by assigning “a monetary value to oceans, air, forests, rivers, 
wildernesses,” Gleeson-White (2011: 254) urges that we “account 
for our transactions with the earth.”

Premise 2: Bookkeeping originated accounting
Kats [40] argued, “…to trace the origin of accountancy, one 

always looks for the manifestations of bookkeeping…” Kats further 
articulated that “in speaking of bookkeeping, the accountant thinks, 
almost without exception, of the system of double entry and will 
recognize no other” (1930: 311). Contemporary research has 
indeed concluded as such. For example, analyzing the development 
of accounting thought by employing Kuhn’s view on science 
development, Cushing [42] recognized double-entry bookkeeping 
as the only paradigm in accounting. Yes, “the origin of double-entry 
bookkeeping remains shrouded in mystery… Like things, attempts 
to probe the origins of the technique are best intelligent guesses 
or inferences” Yamey [50]. Yet as Row Fogo, according to Yamey 
[50], expressed that “bookkeeping is neither a discovery…nor the 
inspiration of a happy moment, but the outcome of continued 
efforts to meet the necessities of trade as they gradually developed.”

Premise 3: Delegating authority to others and emerging  
of conflicts mandate accountability

Over the years, merchants and entrepreneurs have felt the need 
to hold people accountable. As per Chatfield [12], “Bookkeeping 
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faced the problem of holding people accountable in societies 
where vast majority were illiterate.” The need for internal control 
exists when commerce is conducted and practiced. “…Agents had 
to keep accounts to show their indebtedness to their principals… 
and, that double-entry is a lineal descendant of that system” 
Yamey [50]. Burchell et al. [2] argue, “accounting rose to mediate 
between divergent interests in an organized endeavor, to legitimize 
and justify particular stances and, above all, to create a symbolic 
structure within which action could be achieved.” DR Scott (1931: 
202 as cited in Lee [35] augments that “accounting …[as] a means 
of mediating conflicts of interest in business and providing 
‘justice’.” With the spread of agency in the business, two types of 
bookkeeping exited. That is, as Kats [40] articulated, “Thus, in the 
main bookkeeping was of two classes, viz: proprietor’s accounting 
and manager’s accounting. The former does not necessarily lead to 
bookkeeping by double entry, while manager’s accounting seems 
to conduce to it almost automatically, as will appear from what 
follows.”

Yamey [50] concluded that “it is likely that merchandise records 
in agency bookkeeping may have preceded merchandise accounts 
in proprietorship bookkeeping…” Kats [40] believed that “…double 
posting as regards Cash, Debts Receivable and Debts Payable on the 
one hand, and the Owner on the other. In the event of the business 
being managed by a person not the owner such a summarizing 
account was highly desirable, if not imperative, so that the owner 
might see at a glance not only the detailed records of all movements 
of Cash and outstanding’s but also a summary in which all moneys 
in hand or owing to or by him should be recorded.” James Peele 
(1595 as cited in Kats [40])6 made a similar claim arguing, “If, on 
the other hand, the owner managed his own business the need for a 
Cash account was less urgent, for he was not responsible for his Cash 
to anybody, and as regards information for himself, he knew that 
the Cash part was all right, having handled it himself.” In a similar 
vein, Yamey [50] contended, “Every expense or item of revenue, 
whether in cash or on credit, decreases or increases the debt due 
to the principal, and also necessitates an entry in the cash account 
or a personal account. Hence, one of the formal characteristics of 
double entry may have existed in the earliest systems of agency 
accounting.” In short, since “…double-entry had been adapted for 
agency bookkeeping…” Yamey [50], “…agency bookkeeping played a 
significant part in the emergence of double-entry” Yamey [50]

A distinction between the invention of accounting and 
the Birth of modern accounting

Hendriksen [38] asserted that Italy was a fortunate county 
in which the number of events, or “antecedents” as labeled by 
Littleton [16], converged. These events are the art of writing, 
development of arithmetic, use of money as a means to sell and 
buy, emergence of the concept of private property, development 
of credit, and accumulation of capital facilitated by partnerships 
and joint ventures (for more, see Hendriksen [38]).  Since “the 
foundations of our society were laid” Hendriksen [38] in Italy, the 
origins of concepts and ideas were grounded in its civilization. 
Tracing the origins on double-entry bookkeeping, Martinelli [60] 

concluded, “Venetian double entry bookkeeping, greatly improved 
by the introduction of the journal so closely correlated with 
the ledger, spread, during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, 
to Lombardy, Tuscany and other Italian regions, although the 
method did not originate in Venice. But it was this Venetian form 
that during the first half of the sixteenth century spread to other 
European countries.” From that geographic location, double-entry 
bookkeeping spread worldwide. “The main influences which 
spread the knowledge and use of the Italian bookkeeping to 
Germany…” (Yamey [50], footnote no. 17). Specifically, “Schreiber’s 
Ayn new kunstlich Buech, published in Nurnberg in 1518, is the 
earliest known book on bookkeeping in German, and the earliest 
treatise in any language devoted solely to bookkeeping” Yamey 
[50]. Accounting, as known today, especially with its association 
with an agency (that is, delegating authority to others in managing 
one’s resources), is not unique in the modern Western world. The 
origins and roots of modern accounting were already established 
in Italy Hendriksen [38]. Given the enforcement of accountability, 
the development of the agency relationship in Italy, a concept that 
later became important to the development of corporations7, was 
an important notion. As Yamey [50] articulated,“The relationship of 
principal and agent was well-known in Western commerce from an 
early date; and where the relationship exists there is a pressing need 
for some form of detailed accounting-a much more urgent need for 
systematic records than in the case of single proprietorships or 
even partnerships. The earliest known proprietorship accounting 
records reveal a rudimentary “system,” confined to credit 
transactions. An agent would have required more detailed records; 
and almost certainly records of all transactions, whether cash or 
credit, would have been necessary.” 

While Italy was indeed a fortunate geographic location that 
experienced the birth of modern accounting, the rest of the world 
contributed to the advancement of civilized Italy. With their 
admission to the linkage between modern accounting and Italy, 
Hendriksen [38] conceded, “accounting is not the creation of 
white, Anglo-Saxom, Protestant males. Its development depended 
crucially on events in Africa, in India, in Iraq, in Iran, and elsewhere. 
Accounting is truly a product of the world.” Gleeson-White 
(2011: 25) documented that many business practices new to 
unenlightened Europe, including “the cheque had long been used 
by “Arab merchants, who gave…the English word cheque.” In the 
early ninth century, a Muslim trader was able to “cash a cheque in 
China drawn on his bank in Baghdad” (Gleeson-White, 2011: 25). 
It is fair to admit that Italy “was the recipient of the accumulated 
wisdom of generations of scholars from Mesopotamia, Egypt, India, 
and the Middle East” Hendriksen [38].

What is accounting? alternatively, what might accounting 
be?

Accounting supposedly portrays participants’ actions as 
a means of documentation and measuring their economic 
consequences. Accounting operates in an environment where 
the actors are humans. Transactions are an exemplification of 
social interactions between participants in such an environment. 
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Measurement the net effect that results from the transaction upon 
contracting parties characterizes the representation of such an 
interaction. Transactions are demonstrations of valid interactions 
that result in agreements between contracted parties to bear 
economic consequences upon them. Double-entry bookkeeping, 
a transcribed expression of merchants’ relationships with others 
(Pacioli, 1494 as cited in Gleeson-White, 2011), was an accounting 
reaction to business necessities Yamey [50]. According to Pacioli (as 
quoted in Gleeson-White, 2011: 92-93), double-entry bookkeeping 
is “nothing else than the expression in writing of the arrangement of 
[a merchant’s] affairs.” The duality that double-entry bookkeeping 
portrays captures the two dimensions of representativeness 
simultaneously. First, the physical reality in the business world and 
the universe of commerce is represented by economic exchanges, 
which are resources that are either given up or acquired. Second, 
the social reality is what a party owns or owes. While reviewing 
and commenting on the work of Professor Schmandt-Besserat’s8 
archaeological research on accounting, Mattessich [3] recognized 
“two different kinds of dualities: a fundamental duality pertaining 
to physical reality, (e.g., the transfer of commodities) and a 
derived duality restricted to social reality (e.g., ownership and 
debt-relations).” Some actions pass economic consequences to a 
reporting entity without exchanges. A disaster, for example, might 
yield economic consequences upon a reporting entity that affects 
its net assets without exchanging economic resources. Although no 
transaction has been in place, accounting is obligated to depict such 
an effect on net assets. Accounting is a human invention. “Accounting 
resembles crafts in so far as it consists of techniques designed to 
serve certain practical ends” Yamey [50]. In their responses to the 
needs of societies and businesses, accountants and bookkeepers 
constantly invented technologies in accounting to meet such needs 
starting from double-entry bookkeeping, which has been a great 
innovative technology in human history. Without it, preserving and 
protecting resources arguably would have been near impossible. 
Holding agents delegated to administer such resources would have 
been perhaps unmanageable. 

Nowadays, accountants are required to keep up with business 
demands by acquiring and mastering yet more skills related to big 
data and data analytics [61]. Triple-entry bookkeeping (Fraser [62], 
Grigg [63]; Gröblacher Mizdraković [64]; Ibañez et al [65]; Ibañez et 
al. [66]; Ijiri [67]; Karri [68]; Melse [69] represents an opportunity 
for accounting to serve business needs at the age of “blockchain” 
(Cai Cynthia Weiyi [70]; Faccia [71]; Faccia et al [72]), which is a 
new reality that can be a new landscape of businesses worldwide. 
As earlier discussed, there are two dimensions of reality that 
accounting captures Mattessich [3]. Accounting is a legitimating 
institution Richardson [73], specifically a social institution 
Hopwood & Miller [74]; Hopwood [75]; Potter [76]; Chapman et al. 
[77]. Waymire [78] instead view it as an economic institution. 

A complete representation of such a reality that underlies 
an entity is forever impossible [6,20,21,30]. Accounting income 
number, for example, is unlike so-called “true,” “real,” and “economic” 
income [79]. Generally Accepted Accounting Principles (GAAP)’ are 
the accountants’ “truth” [6,20,21]. GAAP represents standardized, 

but not absolute, truth for corporate reporting. Therefore, corporate 
reports reflect the truth that GAAP are designed to measure and 
communicate to stakeholders. Similar to social sciences where 
“absolute ‘truth’ is forever impossible” Kerlinger [80], accounting, 
as social science Mautz [81], but not a science Stamp [82], defines 
reality in its relevant, suitable, and convenient context.  Similar to 
objectivity in social science, where it has reached its edge Gillispie 
[83], objectivity and neutrality, if such concepts exist, in accounting, 
have their limit [84-88]. Even newly proposed accounting research 
methodology, namely positive accounting methodologies Watts 
[89,90]; Watts and Zimmerman [91-97], which has been propagated 
as objective, is not [98,99]. It has been under attack since it was 
established [9, 20, 23,24, 85, 87, 98,99]; [100-131]. Arguably, the 
founders of positive accounting methodologies might properly 
identify the imaginary needs of today’s investors in the US capital 
market but inaccurately proposed an accounting methodology 
for accounting inquiry [9]. Its apparent accomplishment in the 
US accounting academy is rhetoric [9,104,119]. Accounting can 
best be viewed as rhetoric [132,133]. Some important concepts 
in accounting, for example, auditor independence, is justified 
rhetorically [134]. For the corporate model to operate, a party needs 
to appear independent in spite of the impossibility of being imperial 
in fact Al-Adeem [84,135]. Objectivity, its practice, and definition 
have advanced in anthropological history to be “a multifarious, 
mutable thing, capable of new meanings and new symbols: in both 
a literal and figurative sense” [136]. Supposedly, even if reality 
is present in nature, its perception that a spectator construct is 
perchance of the superlative realization [137]. Human investigation 
aided by numbers might not yield an objective conclusion, as it may 
appear [138]. Truth in accounting is problematic [139]. Inquiring 
about truth in accounting and auditing (Briloff [140,141]; Bayou 
et al. [142]; MacNeal [53]; Conway [143] was indeed critical 
and may not have been understood by accountants and well-
perceived accounting academics. Professor Kenneth MacNeal 
continued to write critically on accounting and the financial system 
[54,55,144,145]. Forty years later, Zeff [146] felt concerned about his 
work and analytically evaluated for learned lessons. Contemporary 
accounting researchers may want to visit old solutions and cures 
for contemporary issues contemporary accounting faces. Studying 
influences from early accounting literature on contemporary 
research, Bricker [147] concluded that: “The practice of accounting, 
from which the academic side of our discipline arises, is in a state 
of continual change. Research issues rise and fall. It is not clear 
that, like the sciences, we can accumulate all the knowledge of our 
prior literature and embody it in contemporary research. To avoid 
“reinventing the wheel”, it is therefore important to be alert to 
our own biases and to not forget literature which today may seem 
dusty and dated, but which tomorrow may address an issue of great 
concern.”

Conceivably time has proven the possible usability of opinions, 
perceptions, and conjectures though perceived radical or not 
applicable. For example, Bergant [148] deemed Al-Adeem “among 
the first more radical authors” for emphasizing the findings of his 
research regarding the neglect of accounting theory and the state 
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in which academic accounting research is in at the current era. 
Instead of labeling accounting research inquiring about the role 
of accounting and questioning its usability and benefit to society 
as ‘critical’ or ‘historical,’ it should be one of the mainstream 
accounting research. Mainstream accounting research virtually 
occupies contemporary accounting researchers, particularly in 
the U.S. [137,149-151]. [130,152-160] see also Heck & Jensen; 
Tinker [98]; Tuttle [161]. After writing extensively on accounting 
sociology and prevailing of the neoliberalism in American society 
and U.S. accounting academe, Professor Paul Williams summarized 
his basic claim “that the current structure of the U.S. academy is 
one constructed primarily for serving the purpose of generating 
politically correct academic reputations” (2017: 83). The public 
needs theses and views enlightening participants in society 
about a corporation. Potentially, accounting researchers can 
assist in retheorizing the corporate model accurately for the best 
of humankind and their societies. More importantly, the public 
deserves to illuminate whether accounting is or can be a servant 
of two masters (one inside the corporation running its day-to-day 
operations; and one outside financing its operations). Brandies 
(1914: 56, as cited in DeLong [162]) stated, “No man can serve two 
masters.” Accountants asked to “be serving two masters...[who] have 
adverse interests” are no exception from such impracticality [163]. 
Uncovering corporate scandals and jailing corporate executives 
may not add value to the corporate economy that has been a victim 
of unrealistic optimism by executives, professional managers, or 
their external auditors’ ethical erosion. ‘Let us hope nobody would 
notice’ should not be thought of when it is time to release corporate 
reports to the public. When the public noticed, their wealth and 
savings invested in corporations had already been drained out of 
the corporation because of a failing adventure of an executive who 
hoped that the public pay for their executive’s learned lesson. When 
corporations rule the world Korten [164] with the ideology that is 
‘profit over people’ Chomsky [165], the public needs to take a stand 
for such a corporate model as opposed to financing its operations by 
seeking returns on their investments to become the victim of what 
they created in their societies when corporations fail. The public 
where corporations are financed is in a social paradox. Accounting 
cannot be blamed for the failures of corporations as a business 
model where two masters whose interests are conflicting. The 
emergence of giant corporations whose ownerships are scattered 
worldwide, mainly for multinational corporations serving passive 
or absent so-called owners, has been an accounting challenge for 
over a century [6,9,17,24-26,166,167].

 Accounting theorists have also played a role in putting a theory 
that guides the preparation of corporate reports. To name some, 
[53-55]; [168-185]9. In addition, a range of hard work by academic 
organizations, e.g., the American Accounting Association (AAA) 
[186-189], professional bodies, for example, the American Institute 
for Certified Public Accountants (AICPA), e.g., Sanders [190]10; 
Moonitz [191]; Sprouse and Moonitz [192]; Staff of the Accounting 
Research Division [193]; Grady [194] have attempted to theorize 
corporate reporting. Reporting to externals with interests in the 

reporting entity about its internal affairs and its prospect has been an 
assigned role for corporate accounting. At the same time, internals 
such as executives who hire individuals in charge of the corporate 
reporting function has direct access to them. Accounting and its 
methods and procedures have been defended throughout time 
Alharbi & Al-Adeem [195]; Hatfield [196]11. Some have suggested 
that putting shareholders first harms the interests of investors, 
corporations, stakeholders, and the public [197,198]12. Serving the 
interest of shareholders in corporations is a myth [197,199,200]. 
Holding publicly traded corporations’ shares for seconds entitles 
one to claim ownership Kravitz [199,200] is frivolous. It should 
not be an accounting issue when the public accepts and finance a 
corporation that is organized based on a model that assumes the 
existence of unrealism. 

Concluding Reflections and Learned Lessons
Learning about the point when accounting was first used is not as 

important as learning that the very nature of accounting is adaptive. 
Accounting has been the servant of humankind to safeguard 
resources. Accounting responds naturally to business needs. 
Accounting is mainly about reacting to such needs throughout time. 
Chatfield [12] asserts: “…accounting processes are reactive, that 
they develop mainly in response to business needs at given time, 
and that their growth is relative to economic progress generally…
the higher the level civilization, the more elaborate the bookkeeping 
methods. And as record keeping needs multiply, the ability of 
accounting data to promote or hinder economic development also 
increases.” When people manage their wealth, operating resources, 
and businesses, control was the needed function from accounting to 
govern business’ resources. When partnerships were the prevailing 
model for conducting business, Hendriksen [38] made it clear that, 
“As trade expanded and wealth accumulated, individual trading was 
replaced largely by trading through agencies and partnerships. The 
use of partnerships permitted the risks of the long sea voyages to be 
shared and allowed the wealth of the capitalist to be combined with 
the daring of younger traders.” 

With the prevalence of partnership, a need called for using 
multiple measurements for valuing resources. Accountants invented 
measurement bases. Businesspersons comprehended accounting 
measurements used by accountants to account for operations and 
report their economic effects. Partners in England used historical 
cost and fair value [201]. Chambers [201] further concluded that, 
“Whatever basis was in fact used, the owners or partners could 
ascertain the state of affairs from what the account showed and 
their knowledge of the going market prices of merchandise and 
other property. Partnership contracts generally secured to the 
parties the right of access to the partnership books and records.”

Even when there was more than one owner, other owners, 
who might not be involved in businesses, comprehended [6,20,21]. 
When corporations emerged out of necessity, Previts [167] 
articulate that, “Corporations arose because of their capacity to 
support expanding markets and enterprise operations at levels of 
competitive efficiency called for in a nation where the tasks and 
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risks were large and the sources of wealth and capital not highly 
concentrated. There was also the need to use scarce skills, both 
technical and managerial, wisely. The high costs of scare labor 
encouraged use of machinery and therefore begat relatively larger 
investment outlays… [reference omitted]. The appetite of such 
operations for capital would influence the shape of the money 
markets and the industrial revolution that overtook the American 
economy in coming decades.” 

The shift in business needs with the birth of corporations was 
recognized early in accounting practice and thought. For example, 
in 1936, A Statement of Objectives of the American Accounting 
Association recognized a shift in the purpose of accounting, which 
corresponds to the changes in the business model: “Accounting, 
originally designed for the purpose of providing internal control of 
business affairs by private owners, now finds itself faced with the 
responsibility of compiling and expressing the results of business 
operations in a way which will meet the needs of investors, 
governmental units, and the public at large, as well as those of the 
immediate management. The mechanism of private accounting 
must be adapted to serve these broad social and economic 
purposes.” (p. 1)

In sum, this article is a surmise of some of the discourse 
in accounting about its role across time. It is flavored with 
archaeologists’ conclusions based on archaeological evidence about 
roles played by accounting in ancient civilizations. Furthermore, 
some accounting academics who are trained to be positivists may 
view themselves when reading material on the internal logic of 
accounting as well as the development of accounting thought as if 
they are in ‘the land of wonder’ [22]. This article should serve them 
properly. By efficiently revisiting the role of accounting, lessons 
that assist accountants in responding to their role in the corporate 
model can be deduced [202-232].
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1For a brief of the model, see also Belkaoui (2004: 366-367).
2Boursy (1943) lists as many as 27 forms of writing Pacioli’s name, particularly noted by those who read languages other 
than English. See Boursy (1943) for more about his name.
3The newspaper states: “Accounting was born in the late fifteenth century AD by Bacello, the famous Italian monk. 
[“Accounting was invented in the late fiftieth century by Loca Pacioli, the famous Italian munch.”].
4Hannan [Hannan] states: “The origin of accounting is attributed to the work of Luca Pacioli LUCA PACIOLI is the world’s 
most famous Italian mathematician... “The origins of accounting are attributed to the work of Luca Pacioli, a famous 
Italian mathematician.”]
5For more information on the book, see Gleeson-White (2001: 77-78 and 91-92). For an illustration of double-entry 
bookkeeping as explained in the 1449 treatise, see Gleeson-White (2011, chapter 4).
6Information of this source as appeared in Kats (1930:313) James Peele: He Pathe-way to perfectness in th’accomptes 
of Debitor and Creditor, 1569.
7Watts (1974, 1977) and Watts & Zimmerman (1978, 1979, 1981, 1982, 1983, 1986, 1990) propose an agency model 
serving as a meta-theory for contemporary accounting research that dominates other theoretical accounting approaches 
(see Al-Adeem & Fogarty, 2010). Accounting researchers have severely criticized their methodology since it was proposed. 
Later in the paper, this discourse is highlighted.
8Professor Schmandt-Besserat is a scholar in archeology. Among her exciting contribution, she wrote on the emergence 
of recording (1982), the origins of writing (1986a), ancient token systems (1986b), the history of counting (1999), and 
how writing came about (2010). She was a keynote speaker at the 2007 America Accounting Association, Chicago, 
United States. She, at the stage, testified that accounting assisted and was needed in sophisticated economic systems 
exited in advanced nations. The selection of her wiring reveals her position toward the role of accounting in societies, 
e.g.: Accounting In Prehistory (1988a); From Accounting to Writing (1988b); Accounting in the Prehistoric Middle East 
(1990b); Accounting at the Dawn of History (1992). Mattessich (1994) credited her and recognized her work.
9Regretting that Professor Gabriel A. D. Preinreich left us unrecognized, Al-Adeem (2021a: 630, endnote no. 7) dismally 
documented that: “Professor Gabriel A. D. Preinreich wrote extensively on accounting and accounting theory-related 
topics, but his fame and contribution have sorrowfully passed unrecognized. Brief (1966, xiii-xxiii) collected some of 
his contributions and shed light on some of his life. Some of the articles Professor Preinreich authored were collected 
in a volume edited by Professor Richard Brief and published in the Routledge Revivals series. A debt of gratitude is 
owed to Professor Richard Brief for noticing his contribution; some of it has been compiled in a single volume and, most 
importantly, for writing the introduction about him. The introduction... is a significant contribution to the development 
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