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Abstract 

The purpose of this paper is to explore the subtext of the accounting standard AASB 141 Agriculture. A hybrid 
method is employed in which Foucauldian constructs are examined by way of a thematic construct analysis and a 
deconstruction to derive an interpretation. The constructs of power are firmly established in the legal authority of 
the accounting standard with the terminology of the biological asset creating the mechanisim by which to 
desensitise the exercise of moral judgement. The notion of intellectual property as a legal principle is questioned 
in light of the view taken by the Courts in the USA and the scientific developments in regards to genetics and 
biological prodction of artifical life forms. Parallels are drawn between the nature and the context of the standard 
and the ethical and moral issues that were confronted by individuals during the Third Reich and more recent 
declines in terms of ethical and moral jusgements in society.  

Keywords: foucauldian constructs, thematic content analysis, deconstruction, sociology of accounting, AASB 141, 
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1. Introduction 

Accounting practices are important to the discipline of sociology because the discourse of accounting practices 
construct the reality within business organisations and indirectly affect other social institutions (Chua 1986: 584; 
Hines 1991: 317; Jones 1992: 251). Accounting is such a powerful force that there is a need to render visible 
accounting’s wider social significance as a mechanism of social and organisational control (Morgan 1988; Francis 
1991; Morgan and Wilmott 1993).  

Within the seemingly value-free application of accounting standards there exists a subtext that points to a 
discourse of control and of discipline (Morgan & Wlmot, 1993; Miller & O’Leary, 1987; Hooper & Pratt, 1993). 
The significance of accounting as a means of manipulating society was higlighted by the work of Miller and 
O’Leary (1987) and Hooper and Pratt (1993) their research identified accounting as a process that may best be 
described as a “mechanism” (Foucault, 1972; 1973; 1980) through which considerable power had been exercised. 

History is replete with examples of accounting being used to justify actions which are beyond what would be 
considered as normal ethical and moral behaviour (Lippman & Wilson, 2007; Funnell, 1998). Despite this accounting 
has continued to be practiced in much the same way with little or no thought as to its potential to influence the 
actions of individuals or groups within society. In recent years, the employees and directors of well-known 
corporations and international accounting firms have faced criminal charges associated with unethical accounting 
practices (Wilke, 2002; Clark, Dean & Oliver, 2003; Hake, 2005).  

Accounting practices have the potential to be a powerful mechanism which can shape the financial standing of 
corporations and as the recent global financial crises has shown even have flow on effects that can influence 
economies and society (Morgan 1988; Arrington and Francis 1993; Hines 1991). Recent history is replete with 
examples of financial scandals that have been the result of accounting related issues. From the collapse of the 
Bearings Bank (Greener, 2006; Brown, 2005), to the sub-prime market manipulation of financial instruments 
referred to as derivatives that lead to the global financial crisis (Laing, 2011; Frame & White, 2005) and the 
various corporate collapses such as Enron, World Com and HIH Insurance (Wilke, 2002; Mak, Deo & Cooper, 
2005; Liu & Daly, 2011; Ross, 2011).  
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Thus in communicating organisational reality, accounting discourse plays a role in constructing the status quo (Hines 
1988) and the status quo can impact upon the corporate culture (Francis 1991). Foucauldian constructs offer an 
opportunity to expose the role of accounting practices in controlling society; an analysis that has been strongly 
resisted in the accounting literature as a valid means of theorising accounting practice (Hoskin 1994). 

2. Theoretical Framework 

The work of Foucault (1972; 1973; 1980) provides researchers in the field of sociology with an alternative 
perspective for examining accounting in context of social interaction (Miller & O’Leary, 1987; Hooper & Pratt, 
1993). Three recurring themes in the works of Foucault are power, knowledge, and subjectivity (Foucault 1980). 
Accounting has been described as a ‘social construct’ (Hines, 1988) or a metaphorical language constructing reality 
(Walters-York 1996). Thus accounting may be viewed as constituting what Foucault (1980) referred to as a 
‘mechanism’ for the exercise of power.  

The intention in this paper is to challenge the primacy of the origins and presumed truths in order to facilitate 
alternative explanations and expose potential new truths that may exist in the subtext of the narrative. 

3. Method 

The method employed in this paper is a hybrid methodology which combines the Foucauldian constructs, of 
accounting as a mechanism of power, with the thematic content analysis of the language which is then deconstructed 
to interpret the subtext. This hybrid method provides a basis for the interpretation of the text in order to derive 
meaning from the unfamiliar (Boland, 1991) and to assist in the identification of the symbolic meaning in the subtext 
of the communication (Ricoeur, 1980). The thematic content anlysis provides the intial identification of the subtext 
embedded in the language of the accounting standard (Pennebaker & King, 1999; Amac, 1997; Oxman, Stanley, 
Rosenberg, Schnurr & Tucker, 1988). Thematic analysis is concerned with the identification of the themes emerging 
from the text that are consistent with the framework derived from the Foucauldian construct. Assumptions about the 
meaning embedded within the text are then subjected to interpretation through the lens of deconstruction (Duncan, 
1994). Deconstruction explores the themes in the language that carry with them subtexts (Norris, 1982) and this 
method was used by Arrington and Francis (1989) to identify themes inherent in accounting discourse. Consistent 
with the work of Arrington and Francis (1989) the level of subtext is considered to be related to the hidden or 
supressed meanings derived from the language being used in the accounting standard. To that end the interpretation 
of the subtext level is more concerned with levels of meaning that may otherwise not be readily obvious to a reader.  

This hybrid methodology benefits from the substantive literature that supports the use of each of these methods. In 
terms of the accounting standard, written text is considered to be a convenient form of presenting semantic 
information and this is especially so in the case of an accounting standard which follows a very set format for the 
presentation of the rules and guidance for its implementation. The analysis of the text followed the recommendations 
of Strauss and Corbin (1990) in conjunction with the suggestions of Gephart (1993). The first step was to identify 
subtext indicators that would form the basis of the list of words that coincide with the Foucauldian constructs of 
power and a relevant mechanism. The next step was to determine the frequency with which these terms occurred and 
then apply the interpretation.  

4. Thematic Content 

There are words and terms which are used extensively and they are indicative of the way in which the standard 
establishes itself as a mechanism of power. The terms which were identified as predominant in the text are: 

Asset – a resource owned and controlled as a result of past events that has probable future economic benefits – this 
term occurs 12 times in the text. 

Agricultral activity – the management of the biological transformation of biological assets – this term occurs 11 times 
in the text. 

Agricultural produce – the harvested product of a biological asset – this term occurs 25 times in the text. 

Bilogical asset – a living animal or plant – this term occurs 85 times in the text. 

Harvest – the detachment of produce from a biological asset or the cessation of a biological asset’s life process – 
reference to this term occurs 20 times in the text. 

There are other terms which were identified in the process of the content analysis and that have relevance to the 
interpretation process that is to follow. These terms are: animals – which occures 4 times in the text; plants – which 
occurs 4 times in the text; living – which occurs 4 times in the text; biological transformation – which occurs 8 times 
in the text; agricultural produce – which occurs 25 times in the text; entity – which occurs 29 times in the text; and 
government grants – which occurs 21 times in the text. 
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The predominance of these terms reinforces the notion that the standard is dealing with inanimate objects which are 
reduced to the lowest common denominator – that of a mere asset belonging to the entity.  

5. Background to AASB 141 “Agriculture” 

The accounting standard (AASB 141 “Agriculture”) has the force of law as it is enshirined under the Corporations 
Act of Australia. From this position it meets the Foucauldian construct of a mechanism of power to be exercised and 
obeyed as it is enshrined in the legal context. The accounting standard AASB 141 “Agriculture” was introduced in 
July 2004 and replaced the original standard AASB 1037 Self-generating and Regenerating Assets. The change in 
title and number occurred as a result of the Australian Accounting Standards Board adopting the International 
Accounting Standards. AASB 141 is in fact based on the International Accounting Standard IAS 41. The basic 
coverage remains the same in so far as the standard seeks to cover the treatment of what is referred to as biological 
assets and agricultural produce – up to the point of harvest.  

The history of the standard can be traced back to the original Exposure Draft (ED 83) and this was the subject of 
strong arguments emanating from the Group of 100 companies and their representatives (Denison, 1999). As the 
most prominent of the lobby groups they used their political power to exert influence at a critical stage in the 
development of the standard. In fact the notes included in the standard when it was first promulgated in 1998 
revealed that several significant concessions had been made. Even as far back as 1998 the Group of 100 had sent a 
letter to Sir Brian Carsberg the then Secretary of the international Accounting Standards Board expressing their 
concerns with regards to the measurement of market values and warning of problems for implementation at an 
international level (Denison, 1999). Thus, even before the standard had been fully considered at the international 
level there had been attempts to subvert the possible directions that an international standard might take. The 
potential to use the accounting standard to obscure the actions of the large corporations can therefore not be 
underestimated.  

6. Deconstruction 

The notion that an accounting standard expressly covers living animals and plants is a matter of concern given the 
debate raging around the legal rights of artificial life (Hettinger, 1995; Bagley, 2004; Jasanoff, 2002) which includes 
biologically developed components that would legally be the property of the company that holds the patent. The 
California Supreme Court in July 1990 ruled that the cancer cells taken from a patient by a doctor were the property 
of the doctor not the patient and that the biological development ascertained from those cells were therefore legally 
subject to a patent (Hylton, 2001). This is something that surely must point to the lessons from the past and the issues 
of ethical and moral judgement that would seem to be far more complex than this accounting standard could possibly 
have meant to cover. There is little doubt that the intention of the accounting standard was and arguably continues to 
be focused on the treatment of assets such as crops, forests, livestock, acquaculture, and living assets created by 
biotechnology.  

The manner in which the language in the standard deals with living assets raises concern because the text may well 
encompass human embryos, human zygots and potentially any form of human stem cells (Bagley, 2004; Phillips, 
2004). Whilst this is a possibility it was initially claimed that these were not intended to be covered under the 
standard (Keys, 1997, 1998). However, that was before the emergence of the use of human stem cells as a possible 
cure for cancer and the potential benefits for the treatment of other forms of disability (Singh et al, 2003). Perhaps 
that may be the reason that the title of the accounting standard was changed from the original form of 
“Self-Generating and Regenerating Assets” to the less evocative terminology of “Agriculture”. No explanation is 
given in regards to this change. 

In the mean time firms such as Monsanto, Novartis, Dupont and Hoechst Chemical have all been moving into 
genetic research and genetic-based technologies and products, in preparation for the new age of genetic commerce 
(Galambos & Sturchio, 1998; Riffkin, 1998). These companies are preparing for the situation where they hope to 
achieve a mass-production of cloned animals for a range of commercial purposes, including medical research, the 
harvesting of organs for transplants and to produce designer genes artificially introduced into their genetic makeup, 
turning them into chemical factories for cheap and abundant pharmaceutical and chemical products (Galambos & 
Sturchio, 1998; Rifkin, 1998). 

The ethical issues have been overlooked by the patent laws in most countries around the globe, in particular the USA 
(Bagley, 2004; Hettinger, 1995) where the courts have backed the pharmaceutical companies (Kershen, 2004; Sandel, 
2004; Hylton, 2001) and of particular concern their rulings of liability against individuals who are the victims of 
nature breaching the patent (Lee & Burrell, 2002). The corporate culture seems to be one of enforce the legal patent 
right at every possible opportunity and this attidtude seem to have been given a boost by the legal rulings eminating 
from the US courts. The corporate culture, which seems to be bordering on greed, is vindicated by the legal outcomes 
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and continues to influence the unethical decisions to seek to prosecute all and sundry – certainly an example of the 
corportae culture being tied to the ethical and moral judgements being made by the corporations (Puttee, Vitale & 
Laing, 2011). If indeed as claimed in the literature (Boddy, 2006; Gudmundsson & Southey, 2011) there are 
psychopaths lurking in the board rooms of corporations then there must be a very real concern that history could well 
be repeated (Lippman & Wilson, 2007; Funnell, 1998) especially where the mechanism exists for the individuals to 
feel justified in that they were merely following the lawful orders (Littell, 2009). The accounting standard having the 
force of law is a prime example of such a mechanism whereby individuals may feel that they have done nothing 
wrong. The use of language to obscure the reality of the situation may be aligned with the attempts to make the 
whole concept, of dealing with life forms, more appealing to society in general after all this is a ploy that has been 
used successfully throughout the history of the world (Littell, 2009; Lippman & Wilson, 2007; Funnell, 1998). 

Pharmaceutical companies are already using human genetic material to grow human tissue using animals. For 
example, human ears are being grown on rats and pigs are being used to grow genetically modified liver, kidney and 
heart tissue for transplantation to humans (Sandel, 2004; Singh, Clarke, Terasaki, Bonn, Hawkins, Squire, & Dirks, 
2003). So in the future the possibilities are potentially limitless. Indeed the first test tube baby lead to the present 
situation in medicine where human eggs can be harvested and used to assist couples to produce children. Certainly 
that would hardly warrant concern or attention from the perspective of ownership since a child born of human parents 
would certainly be deemed to have all the rights afforded in society to any other child. However, science is advancing 
at such an exponential rate that things which were previously thought impossible are becoming possible (Phillips, 
2004; Bagley, 2004).  

The possibility that human life could be created that would be owned by a pharmaceutical company is a feasible and 
conceivable proposition (Bagley, 2004; Hettinger, 1995). This relies on the understanding that within the strict 
interpretation of law, as it presently exists, there would be a strong case for recognition of ownership under the law 
(Jasanoff, 2002). Then to provide a form of reinforced justification for the manner in which to account for such a 
situation AASB 141 would provide the corporation with the means for recording the ‘asset’ in much the same way as 
any other asset owned by the company. Specifically, the company would be able to demonstrate that it has legal 
ownership of the biological asset which was produced in accordance with a registered patent and that there was an 
expectation of future economic benefits to be derived from the exclusive use of the asset – all of these would satisfy 
the key requirements under the standard. The end result would be that from the perspective of AASB 141 the asset 
would be treated in the same way as any other ‘agricultural’ asset. This process is consistent with the legal process 
that was used to affect a compliant society by the Third Reich - legitimising the treatment of other human beings as 
‘mere units of production’ devoid of any human attributes (Funnell, 1998). The concept of society’s acting in an 
inhuman way to other members of society is not limitited to the Third Reich but has occurred in more recent times 
making names such as Kosovo and Pol Pot just as infamous (Harff & Gurr, 1989; Freeman, 2008).  

The argument that individuals may lack empathy is coincidentally aligned with the trait that has been identified as 
distinguishing the psychopath from the rest of society (Boddy, 2006 ; Guddmundson & Southey, 2011). The 
possibility that an innocuous accounting standard could be used in such a manner may seem fanciful in the extreme 
but as history has shown even the most unethical and corrupt practices can occur and therefore have to be considered. 
The Milgram (1967) experiments provided evidence that any member of society could be induced into undertaking 
activities that would otherwise be considered as too cruel and inhumane to be inflicted on other humanbeings. The 
experiment provided strong evidence of the existence of obedience to authority - a situation which is analogous with 
the authority and power emanating from the accounting standard. 

7. Conclusion 

The analysis and interpretation provide an opportunity for sociologists to glean some insight into the part that 
accounting standards can play in the control over moral judgements in the world of business and society in general. 
Accounting standards have the force of law and through that position they possess the power to absolve individuals 
from any feelings of remorse or moral judgement. The language obscures the subtext and makes the moral 
judgements seem to be normal actions dissasocitated from the reality of the events.  
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