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Introduction
The way we think about issues is shaped by the underlying concepts and
metaphors we employ. In this paper, I talk about a set of beliefs called the ethics
of care which can be contrasted with beliefs based on rights and separative
thinking. The rights or separative model has dominated Western thought since
the Enlightenment and the ethics of care were developed as a feminist critique
seeking to rebalance our basic thought structure. I use the ideals of the ethics of
care to analyse and critique the current US accounting profession’s responses to
concerns about auditor independence.

The ethics of care can enable critical analysis of the profession’s initiatives in
three different ways: 

(1) In responding to crises concerning auditor independence, the
profession’s rhetoric moves away from the ethics of rights or separative
thinking. But, to what extent does the profession move towards a more
caring approach?

(2) The analytical framework of the ethics of care versus the ethics of rights
enhances understanding of some of the root problems with auditor
independence. 

(3) Application of the ethics of care ideal to accounting practice enables us to
see the adequacies and inadequacies of the profession’s response to
current and future problems in financial reporting and assurance.

The first section of the paper develops the framework of the ethics of rights and
of the ethics of care and outlines how the ethics of care concept can be used as a
basis for the critique. In the second section, I apply this critique to the central
issue of auditor independence and show why independence has proved to be
such an intractable problem. Several proposed solutions to the independence
problem are evaluated in terms of the ethics of care. In the third section, I review
the US accounting profession’s responses to concerns about the future of the
profession in terms of the ethics of rights framework versus ethics of care
framework. The emerging professional discourse draws heavily on new
management concepts such as TQM, value chains and the learning
organization. I evaluate the extent to which these discursive and rhetorical
changes signify the real incorporation of ethics of care concepts.
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The ethics of care
The ethics of care arose, and can be best explicated, in a moral/psychological
setting. Carol Gilligan’s In A Different Voice (1982) responded to observations
that women scored lower on the tests of moral development of Harvard
developmental psychologist Kohlberg. Gilligan noted that Kohlberg’s theory
was developed using an exclusively male sample and investigated the bias that
may have resulted. In analysing women’s responses to moral issues, Gilligan
discovered “a different voice, a different way of speaking about relationships
and about the experience of the self” (Gilligan, 1988)[1]. Gilligan showed that in
moral discourse male subjects exhibit an orientation towards maximum
autonomy and objectivity and an adherence to universal principles, while
female subjects produce more contextual responses (see Code, 1988). These two
perspectives can be labelled the ethics of rights and the ethics of care,
respectively. 

To illustrate how the ethics of rights perspective, which currently provides
many of the underlying assumptions of accounting practice, differs from the
ethics of care perspective, I explore how the two approaches differ as ethical
theories. In particular, the differences in conflict resolution methods and
different assumptions about ideal human development have implications for
accounting practice. The potential political power of launching a critique by
applying a different concept (the ethics of care) than that which is embedded in
past and current professional ideology (based on separative thinking) is
explored.

The ethics of rights versus the ethics of care
Tronto (1993, p. 79) explains that there are three “crucial characteristics”
distinguishing the ethics of care from the morality of rights or justice:

First, the ethic of care revolves around different moral concepts than Kohlberg’s ethic of
justice, that is, responsibility and relationships rather than rights and rules. Second, this
morality is tied to concrete circumstances rather than being formal and abstract. Third, this
morality is best expressed not as a set of principles but as an activity, the “activity of care”. In
Gilligan’s different voice, morality is not grounded in universal, abstract principles but in the
daily experiences and moral problems of real people in their everyday lives (p. 76).

Table I summarizes the different concerns of the ethics of care and the ethics of
rights. 

The ethics of care are related to the larger project of the feminist critique of
Enlightenment thought. There is a focus in our society on individuation and
individual achievement, with a corresponding devaluation of caretaking roles.
Traditionally, gender stereotypes have portrayed women as more intuitive,
empathic, selfless and kind-hearted, while men are seen as more deliberate,
judgemental and rational in moral choices. These stereotypical dualisms are
very powerful in shaping thought in our culture. The dualism between man and
woman can be seen to underlie dualisms between nature and culture,
objectivity and subjectivity, and public and private spheres (Hanen, 1988). The
ethics of rights maintain distinctions between autonomy and nurture,
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independence and bonding, and the sphere of justice and the domestic personal
realm. Questioning these distinctions is the basis for the feminist critique
offered by the ethics of care (Benhabib, 1987). 

The rights perspective is a manifestation of the “separative model of human
nature that has become a focus of criticism by feminists across a number of
disciplines” (England, 1993, p. 37). England calls the model “separative”
“because it presumes human beings are autonomous, impervious to social
influences, and lack sufficient emotional connection to each other to make
empathy possible” (p. 37). In metaphorical terms, the separative model calls on
different concepts and understandings than those of the connected model.
Contrasting conceptual understandings are illustrated in Table II. Both the
ethics of rights and neo-classical economic theory[2] are associated with the
separative model. The ethics of care are more closely associated with the
connected model. Therefore, insights from the ethics of care can act as a critique
of conceptual understandings and world views derived from the separative
model.

Problem resolution
The rights perspective is focused on rules and on respect for the rights of
others, while the care perspective centres on responsibility and relationships.

Ethics of care Ethics of rights

Achieved through perception of Achieved through process of
one’s self as connected to others separation and individuation of self

from others

Moral dilemmas contextual Moral dilemmas universal

Dilemmas solved through inductive Dilemmas solved through application
thinking of abstract or formal thinking

Development through stages is Development through stages is
sequential and hierarchical invariantly sequential and 

hierarchical

Principle of moral responsibility is Principle of moral responsibility is
reflected in the voices of women universal

Distinguished by an emphasis on Distinguished by an emphasis on
attachments, issues of self- separateness, issues of rules and
sacrifice and selfishness, and legalities, and consideration of the
consideration of relationships as individual as primary
primary
Source: Brabeck (1993)

Table I.
Comparison of the ethics
of care and the ethics of

rights
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Instead of “viewing moral dilemmas as bargaining games and rights conflicts
between competing, rational, self-interested players, [the care perspective]
stress[es] resolutions that include concern, care, continued attachment,
responsibility, sacrifice, and the avoidance of hurting another” (Sichel, 1987, 
p. 322). Agency theory, commonly used to understand and predict behaviour in
accounting settings, assumes competing, rational, self-interested players and
focuses on contractual solutions to conflicts.

In addition to a different moral emphasis, there is a different view of problem
resolution. The ethics of rights emphasizes “detachment, impersonality,
objectivity, and individual autonomy at the expense of attachment,
particularity, emotion, and intersubjectivity” (Cole and Coultrap-McQuin, 1992,
p. 5). While 

men search for abstract principles and a method that can be applied to any moral dilemma,
women concentrate on particular situations, relationships, and people. Within these concrete
relationships themselves, women discover their moral perspectives and “principles” (Sichel,
1987, p. 322). 

We can find parallels between the rights approach and accounting practice in
the reliance on detailed and somewhat arbitrary rules for determining both
“fair” external financial reporting and proper conduct by auditors. The
appropriate moral response in the ethics of care perspective is concentrated on
understanding other individuals and their particular circumstances so as to
respond appropriately to their needs and concerns, while simultaneously
fulfilling one’s own potential. In the ethics of care perspective, no premium is
placed on codification and it is recognized that one cannot always reduce
specific contexts to general rules and that specific bonds may have moral
significance which cannot be universalized (Meyers, 1987). 

While we are used to valuing objectivity and detachment, the tendency of
female subjects to “contextualize” their moral responses by drawing on

Separative model Connected model

Nature is: Hierarchical Pluralistic
In equilibrium In constant change
To be exploited To be conserved
Efficient Random
Simple Complex

Humans (should) value: Individuals Society
Abstraction Concreteness
Rational economic men Human beings
Autonomy Connectedness
Pursuit of self- interest Mutuality
Isolation Interaction
Mind Body

Table II.
Dualistic concepts 
underlying Western
thought
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experience can be seen as evidence of moral strength and sophistication when
contrasted with a rule-bound approach (Code, 1988). Benhabib (1987, pp. 155-6)
explains that while women’s moral judgement[3] is “more contextual, more
immersed in the details of relationships and narratives” (p. 155), this need not be
seen as “a sign of weakness or deficiency, but a manifestation of a vision of
moral maturity that views the self as being immersed in a network of
relationship with others” (p. 156). In this way, the ethics of care are closely
associated with ideals of accounting professionals’ character and judgement.

Ideal adult moral development
Another essential difference between the care and rights approaches centres on
the concepts of autonomy and independence. The developmental hierarchy
underlying the ethics of rights approach is based on progression in the
application of abstract moral logic. The rights model represents psychological
moral development as a process of increasing autonomy and separation from
others. Gilligan points out that:

the ideals of a liberal democratic society – of freedom and equality – have been mirrored in the
developmental vision of autonomy, the image of the educated man thinking for himself, the
image of the ideal moral agent acting alone on the basis of his principles, blinding himself with
a Rawlsian “veil of ignorance” (Gilligan, 1987b, p. 304). 

A similar concept is used in auditing to explain the “state of mind” which must
be achieved to assure independence in fact (Carey, 1946).

Gilligan’s (1988) views challenge the notion of a developmental model which
equates maturity with separation, self-sufficiency and independence. Many
developmental psychologists, such as Erikson, see the quality of care as a virtue
and a strength of maturity, and appreciate the reality of interdependence
(Gilligan, 1987b). The ideal of concerned and caring adulthood is an alternative
vision to the ethics of rights ideal of autonomy and separation (Code, 1988).
Rights theories see individuals as separate and relationships as either
hierarchical or contractual, whereas the ethics of care and connection see the
self and others as interdependent with relationships created and sustained by
attention and response (Gilligan, 1988). Table III contrasts the ethics of rights
and the ethics of care views of ideal adult moral development. The implication
for accounting of the care view of moral maturity is that the ideal state for
professional judgement is a set of appropriately embedded relationships, rather
than a mythic independence of mind.

The ethics of care as feminist critique
In summary, the ethics of care provide a powerful critique of the ethics of rights
approach by focusing on the importance of relational and contextual aspects of
problems. The care perspective does not enthrone autonomy and independence
as the pinnacle of adult moral personhood. The ethics of care suggest that
principled reasoning is ineffective as the sole approach to resolving problems
and that, while relationships always require some balancing, conflict is not the
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inevitable mode of human interaction. Acknowledgement and effective
management of relationships is at the core of the ethics of care. The ethics of
care represent a different paradigm, or way of looking at the world, and calls on
different concepts and metaphors. They allow us therefore to view situations
differently and to search for solutions to problems in different places.

The different perspective of the ethics of care has potential value in enabling
accounting practice because ethical theories are closely associated with aspects
of accounting practice. As Morgan and Willmott (1993) observe, accounting is
an essentially moral practice[4]. Furthermore, both the economic and ethical
points of view underlying current accounting practice are associated with the
individualistic rights view of human nature and development. Autonomy and
independence-as-separation aspects of the ethics of rights theory frame our
thinking about independence in the audit context. Likewise, the autonomous
and competitive characterstics of the rights and justice theories lead to the
underlying assumption of agency theory, that conflict and competition between
owners and managers is the central theme of corporate life[5]. 

What can be accomplished by using the ethics of care to understand and
critique accounting practice? Benhabib (1987) asserts two main goals for
feminist theory in providing an emancipatory and reflective analysis:

(1) The first goal is to develop an “explanatory-diagnostic analysis” of
women’s oppression. Along these lines, Hammond and Oakes (1992) and
Oakes and Hammond (1995) discuss the implications of feminist
critiques of science for accounting practice and research. Day (1995)
critiques academic accounting hierarchies, the devaluation of women,
and the devaluation of teaching from an ethics of care viewpoint. Reiter
(1996) critiques current accounting ethics education practices from an
ethics of care perspective and suggests feminist pedagogy-based
alternatives. 

Ethics of care Ethics of rights

Individuals as interdependent Individuals as separate

Relationships of attention and Relationships as hierarchical or
response contractual

Care as strength Independence as strength

Importance of interdependence and Importance of autonomy and self-
interpersonal connections sufficiency

Needs of others important Rights of others important
Source: Code (1988); Gilligan (1987a, 1988)

Table III.
Ideal adult moral
development
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(2) Benhabib’s second goal is to articulate an “anticipatory-utopian critique
of the norms and values of our current society and culture” (1987, p. 157).
Several works in accounting have applied the insights of feminist
literary theory (Moore, 1991), French feminist literary philosophy
(Cooper, 1992; Shearer and Arrington, 1993) and Eastern philosophy
(Hines, 1992) to develop visionary critiques of the practice of accounting.
Reiter (1995) discusses the politics of the visionary feminist critiques of
accounting and shows that feminist economics, closely related to the
ethics of care, provides a powerful vision of how accounting practice and
research could be transformed.

Code (1988) notes that “the introduction of ‘female’ characteristics might bring
quite a different perspective to reflection upon the product historically created
by (traditionally socially constructed) men”. Tronto (1993) delineates three
dimensions or boundaries which a critique based on ethics can be useful in
illuminating and changing. These are the boundaries between morality and
politics or the supposed separation of moral and political life; the moral point of
view boundary which assumes moral decisions must be made from a position
of detachment; and the boundary between public and private life which
assumes that care is appropriate only to the private sphere. All three of these
boundaries are challenged by the idea of replacing the ethics of rights
underpinning of accounting practice with ethics of care-based practices.

A feminist critique based on the ethics of care can be of great help in
fostering better understanding of how the accounting profession works.
However, should the accounting profession consciously set out to embrace
explicitly feminist principles to transform itself? Those transformed aspects of
the profession would be devalued if traditional privileging of male-associated
characteristics were to continue. For example, Lovell (1995) critiques the moral
atmosphere of accounting practice in terms of Kohlberg’s ethics of rights
framework. He concludes that for a higher level moral atmosphere to exist in
accounting practice, accountants will have to transcend modernistic
commitments to “atomized individualism” through rationality or compassion.
He explains that compassion is related to “empathy, ‘love’ and their derivatives
... emotions much closer to Gilligan’s basis of moral reasoning”(p. 77). However,
he contends also that this “would suggest a future for accounting which is less
prominent than the discipline currently enjoys” (p. 77). Furthermore, there may
be active resistance to the implications of the ethics of care. Tronto (1993) notes
that “fragmentation of care fits with ideological currents in American life and
serves to maintain the position of the relatively powerful and privileged”(p.
111).

Despite these potential problems with the application of the ethics of care,
Held (1993, p. 1) asserts that we should attempt to insert ethics of care
considerations into the “gradual and cumulative and profound”
transformations that are underway in our society and so change interpretations
given to values:
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...if one can change the interpretations given to the values placed on, and especially the
intended uses of configurations of power, one can change society ... We often think that
feminist values should permeate culture, whose values should then permeate economic and
political and personal life (p. 2).

Held warns against naïvely thinking that ideas, independent of material
considerations, have the power to transform lives however, she asserts that
ideas and ideals can be important and powerful agents for change:

I hope to show that certain traditional conceptions and normative recommendations rest on
dubious images and metaphors, and that they lead to patterns of thinking and acting which
need to be changed ... As we change our stories we can change our lives, at least to some extent
(p. 10).

Held suggests that we should consider which is the more appropriate model for
all human interaction – mothering or contracts-marketplace relations? The
mother-child relationship is, of course, “not the only context in which the salient
moral problems concern relations between particular others rather than
conflicts between egoistic self and universal moral laws”(p. 74). While
envisioning all relationships in terms of mothering may seem extreme, it has
value as a analytic tool. Just as feminists have insisted that principles of justice
and equality be extended to women, we should consider also “whether the
arguments should run the other way”:

Instead of importing into the household principles derived from the marketplace, perhaps we
should export to the wider society the relations suitable for mothering persons and children.
This approach suggests that just as relations between persons within the family should be
based on concern and caring, rather than contracts, so various relations in the wider society
should be characterized by more care and concern... The household instead of the marketplace
might then provide a model for society (1993, p. 202).

In other words, Held advocates that feminist theories, such as the ethics of care,
should break through the private-public boundary and attempt to reconstruct
and transform “domains in which women have not been the primary moral
agents” (p. 218).

Auditor independence
I discuss the issue of auditor independence first because it is the central ethical
issue of accounting. I argue that the ethics of rights have been embedded in
professional thinking about auditor independence and use the critique of ethics
of rights concepts by the ethics of care as a framework to enable understanding
of why this issue has proved so intractable. Auditor independence may not be
the kind of conflict that can be solved, but a different framework for viewing the
problem is helpful in understanding the inadequacies of the profession’s
attempts to deal with the conflict and to see future directions for improvement.
Recent proposals for rethinking auditor independence are analysed in terms of
their relation to ethics of rights and ethics of care philosophical frameworks.
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The “crisis” of auditor independence
The US Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) regards auditor
independence as the cornerstone of the capital formation process. Walter
Schuetze (1994), former chief accountant of the SEC, notes (p. 69) that the
“Commission has stated repeatedly that the independence of auditors, both in
appearance and in fact, is crucial to the credibility of financial reporting and, in
turn, the capital formation process”. SEC commissioner Steven Wallman also
asserts that:

Independence is part of the essence that underlies the success of our public accounting system
– it helps provide the objectivity that permits the profession to perform its attestation and
monitoring functions effectively (1996, p. 77). 

The auditing profession is organized around a central ethical conflict. The client
hires the auditor and pays the fees, but the auditor is supposed to conduct the
audit in an independent fashion, adhering to the profession’s “covenant with
society” (Briloff, 1990) to audit in the interests of the public. The appearance of
independence is maintained by a number of detailed rules about forbidden
commercial and familial relationships between auditor and client.
Independence in fact, is a more difficult concept. Chandler and Edwards (1996)
and Preston, Cooper, Scarborough and Chilton (1995) explain how
independence has been viewed in terms of Victorian ideals. Because of an
emphasis on the importance of the moral character and (Christian) upbringing
of the accountant as providing the appropriate state of mind, the profession
resisted codifying rules on independence until the mid-1960s. Once a rules-
based approach was initiated through incorporation of rules in the code of
ethics, over one hundred interpretations have followed (Preston et al., 1995, p.
513). This process parallels a shift towards a focus on technical rationality in
US culture and the rise of individuality and opportunism. As Preston et al.
(1995) explain:

Merely claiming independence, or any other professional virtue, as part of a “state of mind”
consummated with an accountant’s commitment to “serve the public interest” and to “put
service before profit” is not credible within a public sensibility which makes a virtue of the
pursuit of individual gain (p. 526).

Francis (1990) complains that the “ethics rules on independence are for external
consumption, for image [they] have nothing to do with the virtue of
independence” (p. 13).

Current concerns about the adequacy of financial reporting and disclosure
(the expectations gap) are discussed in more detail in the next section. The
concern with lack of independence is central to these issues and is nothing new.
Fogarty, Heian and Owen (1991, p. 201) note that the “last two decades have
occasioned what could be interpreted as a perpetual state of crisis for public
accounting”. Briloff (1972, 1990), for example, has been writing about the
potential deleterious effect of management advisory services on auditor
independence for a number of years. Mautz and Sharaf (1961, p. 211) note a
number of “built-in anti-independence factors” in the audit environment,
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including the auditor’s financial dependence on the client, the “strong emphasis
on service to management”, the emergence of a limited number of large firms
and a “tendency to introduce ‘salesmanship’” into the audit environment. Bailey
(1995) asserts that there has been an increase in the degree to which a
commercial rather than a professional mental model predominates since the
mid-1960s. Bailey believes that “the tendency to think about a client’s activities
as our activities is subtle and, in my opinion, dangerous” (p. 193). Currently, the
US profession is undertaking a new examination of how to strengthen the
profession’s independent role. The Public Oversight Board of the American
Institute of CPA’s (AICPA) SEC practice section’s advisory board on auditor
independence concluded that the auditing profession is at a critical juncture:

Forces at work both within and outside the profession could erode its independent role as a
watchdog for the public. That role needs buttressing by measures that go beyond changes in
processes and procedures (Saul, 1996, p. 131).

INDEPENDENCE AS SEPARATION metaphor
Lakoff and Johnson (1980) have found that our ordinary conceptual system is
fundamentally metaphorical. Metaphorical concepts structure “what we
perceive, how we get around in the world, and how we relate to other people” 
(p. 3). They point out that our conceptual system plays “a central role in
defining our everyday realities” (p. 3) and that we are, to a large extent, unaware
of how metaphorical concepts structure and guide our thought. For example,
Lakoff and Johnson show how our thinking about language is structured by the
following metaphors[6]: “IDEAS (OR MEANINGS) ARE OBJECTS”;
“LINGUISTIC EXPRESSIONS ARE CONTAINERS”; and “COMMUNICATION
IS SENDING”. Therefore, we think that the “speaker puts ideas (objects) into
words (containers) and sends them (along a conduit) to a hearer who takes the
idea/objects out of the word/containers” (p. 10). Thus, we use expressions such
as “your ideas came through to us” and “try to pack more thoughts into fewer
words” (p. 11). However, the

very systematicity that allows us to comprehend one aspect of a concept in terms of another
(e.g. comprehending an aspect of arguing in terms of battle) will necessarily hide other aspects
of the concept ... and keep us from focusing on other aspects of the concept that are
inconsistent with that metaphor (Lakoff and Johnson, 1980, p. 13). 

When a concept is structured by a metaphor, “it can be extended in some ways
but not others” (p. 13). This can lead to incommensurability of arguments. For
example, the long-standing discussion of threats to independence has not led to
any fundamental changes in the basic audit relationship. This could be because
serious market pressures “force” the accounting profession to keep on going
down a road that many believe is problematic and dangerous. It could also be
that thinking about the concept of independence is limited by the use of an
inadequate underlying metaphor that equates ideal adult development with
autonomy and separation. 
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The INDEPENDENCE AS SEPARATION metaphor, which comes from the
separative model or ethics of rights perspective, underlies discussions of
auditor independence. The following excerpts from Carey’s (1946, 1956)
treatises on professional ethics describes independence as a state of mental
separation very similar to the state of mental autonomy called on in rights-
based ethical thinking:

Independence is an abstract concept, and it is difficult to define either generally or in its
peculiar application to the certified public accountant. Essentially it is a state of mind. It is
partly synonymous with honesty, integrity, courage, character. It means, in simplest terms,
that the certified public accountant will tell the truth as he sees it, and will permit no influence,
financial or sentimental, to turn him from that course (Carey, 1946, p. 7).

Carey pursues this concept of independence along separation lines by
maintaining that mental separation and abstraction are the keys to independent
thought:

It is most important that the CPA not only shall refuse to subordinate his judgment to that of
others but that he be independent of any self interest which might warp his judgment even
subconsciously in reporting whether or not the financial position and net income are fairly
presented. Independence in this context means objectivity or lack of bias in forming delicate
judgments (Carey, 1956, pp. 20-1).

However, Carey recognizes that there is an essential problem with this tack: “if
an auditor were to avoid all relationships which might conceivably induce a bias
in his subconscious mind, he would have to work in a social vacuum” (1946, p.
9). So, true mental separation is not practically possible and operates more as
an ideal, heavily influenced by the ethics of rights.

Likewise, the rules-based approach to demonstrating independence in
appearance adopted by the profession in the mid-1960s represents an attempt to
create a separation from problematic relationships through rules rather than
principles. The use of rules that can be objectively and universally applied to
resolve problems exemplifies the resolution of moral problems through an
objective calculus[7]. It would seem from continuing criticism of the profession
(detailed in the following section) that neither the mental separation nor the
rules-based approach has been particularly successful in promoting auditor
independence. Mental separation is hard to believe in and detailed rules seem
arbitrary and unprofessional. Furthermore, Wallman believes that the lack of a
clear rationale underlying the detailed rules makes it “difficult to inculcate and
instill high levels of integrity, independence and objectivity into the culture of a
firm” (Wallman, 1996, p. 77).

INTERDEPENDENCE
New insights and possibilities can be opened by changing to a different
conceptual metaphor. This is sometimes called a paradigm shift, or shift in the
basic metaphorical understandings of a problem. Lakoff and Johnson (1980)
noted that “[n]ew metaphors have the power to create new reality ... [which] can
begin to happen when we start to comprehend our experience in terms of a
metaphor, and ... becomes a deeper reality when we begin to act in terms of it”
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(p. 145). Progress on the issue of appropriate professional relationships might be
possible if the underlying metaphor of INDEPENDENCE AS SEPARATION
were to be replaced. If, for example, a metaphor from the ethics of care
perspective were adopted, like INTERDEPENDENCE instead of
INDEPENDENCE, the door would be opened to defining the appropriate
balance of interests that third parties could rely on. 

This has not happened because the separation metaphor gets in the way. In
the separation metaphor, independence is no relationship. Yet there is always a
clear set of relationships (for example, between clients and firms) which is
being denied because of the ideal of radical separation and autonomy. Treating
the real relationship as an “as if no relationship” creates an obviously false
situation so that efforts to examine what is really going on or to resolve the
independence problem are stymied.

Solutions to the independence problem
Proposed solutions to problems related to public perceptions of independence
are generally in the form of separations. As previously mentioned, the rules of
independence in the code of ethics represent a separation approach. Proposals
for creating separation between the auditor and client, such as having users
pay the auditor or having audits performed by the government, are commonly
rejected as impractical and potentially inefficient. Mental separations such as
“Chinese walls” between the audit and consulting functions of the firm are
sometimes proposed, but would eliminate potential efficiency benefits from
increased client familiarity through consulting engagements (Elliott, 1994;
Wallman, 1995).

Schuetze’s (1994) critique of auditor independence launched a plethora of
responses from the profession. The public oversight board (POB) of the AICPA’s
SEC practice section appointed an advisory panel which made
recommendations to the POB and the POB subsequently issued a report which
was endorsed by the advisory panel (see Wriston, Eposito and Fox, 1996, p. 36).
The basic idea of the POB’s report was that greater board of director and audit
committee involvement with financial reporting would help resolve conflicts of
interest between auditors and management clients. The board of directors is
supposed to recognize its accountability responsibilities; the auditors are
supposed to regard the board as a client, and the board must expect the auditors
to deliver “candid communication about the appropriateness, not just
acceptability, of accounting principles and estimates and the clarity of the
related disclosures of financial information that the company reports publicly”
(Briloff, 1995, p. 127). 

This is essentially a contractual approach but it also increases the focus on
relationships. Briloff (1995) questions the supposed “far-reaching” and
“revolutionary” nature of the proposals. To a great extent, the proposals
promote relationships which should already exist. However, some key
relationships are missing from the POB’s recommendations – most notably the
fiduciary duties of the board of directors and the auditor’s obligation to the
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public. Briloff also questions the call for “statutorily mandated” self-regulation
as a move away from professionalism.

Another approach to improving auditor independence comes from SEC
commissioner Steven Wallman, who suggests that independence does not
provide a clear metaphor for helping auditors understand what to do in specific
circumstances. He proposes a focus on AVOIDING DEPENDENCE. While
dependence may at first glance seem to be merely the flip-side of independence,
this metaphorical strategy makes sense if accountants have a hard time
conceiving of how to have independence (i.e. no relationship) within a
relationship, while they might more easily imagine the characteristics of an
inappropriately dependent relationship. Again, obviously, there is some degree
of dependence in all relationships, and being hired and paid by the client firm to
provide audit services involves a form of dependence. Wallman conceptualizes
dependence as a matter of degree. It may be easier to think of matters of degree
in relation to dependence, although there is some research evidence that
subjects can also conceptualize degrees of independence (Bartlett, 1993).

Wallman recommends a return to an emphasis on independence in fact,
rather than independence in appearance achieved through the rules on
relationships. He maintains that public perception of independence is confused
by the focus on independence in appearance “even when there is no tainting in
fact” (Wallman, 1996, p. 79). Independence in fact would be determined at the
individual practitioner or office level by applying three criteria:

... whether a relationship or activity has the potential to create a dependency that could bias
audit judgments; ... whether the potential for dependence is such that independence may not
be maintained through appropriate and reasonable measures; if it cannot be, ... whether the
relationship or activity would improve the quality of audits (p. 78).

Wallman sees this as a shift from a concern about whether activities are
incompatible with the auditing function to a concern over whether an
inappropriate relationship of dependence is created. 

This new focus would be in the public’s interest because it would result in
independence decisions that are “more clearly focused on conflicts and
dependencies” (Wallman, 1996, p. 78). Wallman believes that the dependence
approach “more closely fits the reality of how people think” so that “it will be
more readily understandable by them than the current approach and more
effectively incorporated into the culture of an auditing firm” (p. 78). The new
focus also changes from an emphasis on the duty owed to the public by the
profession to an emphasis on doing what is in the public interest (p. 83).

How do these proposals relate to the ethics of care critique and the
possibilities opened up by an ethics of care approach? The POB’s suggestion for
strengthening contractual relationships falls squarely in the domain of ethics of
rights solutions; however, the emphasis on richer relationships is compatible
with a care approach. Wallman’s AVOID DEPENDENCE metaphor has some
similarities with ethics of care-based thinking. It moves away from the concepts
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of separation and autonomy and emphasizes proper relationships rather than
separation. 

I am somewhat disturbed by the negative connotations attached to AVOID
DEPENDENCE in the sense that the metaphor continues the cultural
downgrading of familial care relationships. The issue of dependence is related
to Held’s (1993) proposal of applying MOTHERING as the central metaphor for
relationships. She notes that this proposal immediately engenders concern
about who will be the mother and who will be the child (p. 213). Apparently
dependent relationships make some feel very uncomfortable and the mothering
metaphor brings this concern to the fore. Since moral maturity and caring
require INTERDEPENDENCE, society will have to grapple with issues of
dependence. I prefer the metaphor of INTERDEPENDENCE for audit
relationships because it better reflects the reality of all human (and commercial)
relationships.

New directions for accounting practice?
The accounting profession’s product – audited financial reports and corporate
disclosure – is viewed by Wallman as central to the efficiency of the capital
markets:

Accountants are the gatekeepers of our financial markets. Without accountants to ensure the
quality and integrity of financial information, the markets for capital would be far less
efficient, the cost of capital would be far higher, and our standard of living would be lower
(Wallman, 1995, p. 82).

However, perceptions of the declining quality of accounting practice threaten
the economic franchise of the accounting profession:

The accounting profession has undertaken a function that promises society a number of
benefits, including lower investment risk and better resource allocation. In turn, accountants
have been granted a legally enforceable franchise – no company can come to the public
markets without an accountant’s attestation (Wallman, 1995, p. 82).

Current crisis in accounting practice
Professional accounting is under considerable economic pressure – a pressure
which has intensified in recent years. As Elliott (1994) has noted: “the
traditional audit service is not now a growth industry” (p. 107). The low
profitability of traditional audit services produces concomitant pressure to
provide value to clients in other ways which include consulting, management
advisory services and even contracting to perform corporate functions such as
internal control. Commercial pressures also push the profession to expand into
new areas. As Bailey (1995) notes: “Today’s world ... is a market in which
survival means finding new value-added products to sell to clients” (p. 192).
These new pressures come on top of the largely unresolved “expectations gap”
crisis of the 1980s (Hooks, 1992).  

The financial reporting process is challenged also by changes in information
technology. As Elliott (1992) explained:
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Information technology (IT) is changing everything. It represents a new, post-industrial
paradigm of wealth creation that is replacing the industrial paradigm and is profoundly
changing the way business is done (p. 61).

These IT changes have
created a new post-industrial paradigm of wealth creation, transforming the way people do
their jobs and the organizations that employ them; making possible new products, services,
and industries; radically revising concepts of management; revamping modes of production;
reshaping demands for labor; changing the way we think about sources of future cash flows;
eliminating at an ever greater pace the constraints of time and location on command and
control; and above all promising an even greater transformation in the coming years (Elliott,
1994, p. 106).

Furthermore, these transformations will change the ways in which we think
about future cash flows and eliminate constraints on command and control,
leading to completely different financial reporting and assurance technologies.
In Elliott’s words, “we are talking about a paradigm shift of incredible
proportions that would affect everything” (CPA, 1996, p. 19). Wallman worries
that if accounting does not change, it will impede the process of economic
growth:

As we approach the end of this century, I am concerned that financial accounting and
corporate disclosure is not keeping pace with the rapid changes in the business world. Not
only is accounting and disclosure increasingly at risk of failing to satisfy its promise to
society, but I fear that, unless we begin to take actions to ensure its future utility, accounting
and disclosure may become a detriment – a deterrent – to worthwhile business innovation
(Wallman, 1995, p. 83).

The response to crises of the public accounting profession in the US has been to
form committees and commissions whose recommendations end up changing
little of substance. In the 1980s the US accounting profession responded to the
so-called “expectations gap”, which refers to the public’s expectation that
companies with clean audit opinions should be free of financial fraud and short-
term risk of business failure. Baker (1993), Fogarty et al., (1991), Hooks (1992),
Humphrey, Moizer and Turley, (1991) and Lee (1995) view responses to the
expectations gap crisis of the 1980s – the promotion of audit committees,
intensification of peer review, and the “expectations gap” auditing standards –
as largely cosmetic in the sense that the professional image was shored up
without fundamental changes to address the underlying problems. Real
solutions, such as new audit procedures, substantive self-disciplinary actions,
the pursuit of more certain accounting standards and the issuing of more
qualified opinions, have not been pursued (Fogarty et al., 1991, pp. 213-19)[8].
This pattern of “doing nothing” has also characterized the actions of the British
accounting profession (Robson, Willmott, Cooper and Puxty, 1994; Sikka and
Willmott, 1995; Willmott, Cooper and Puxty, 1993).

To respond to the present crisis, the AICPA has embarked on a set of
initiatives to define the future of financial reporting and auditing. The AICPA
formed the Special Committee on Financial Reporting in 1991 to address
concerns about the relevance and usefulness of business reporting. This
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committee, commonly referred to as “the Jenkins committee”, reported in 1994.
The Jenkins committee’s work is part of a broad initiative to:

• “enhance the utility of business reporting”;
• “improve the prevention and detection of fraud”;
• “assure the independence and objectivity of the independent auditor”;
• “discourage unwarranted litigation that inhibits innovation and

undermines the profession’s ability to meet evolving financial reporting
needs”; and

• “strengthen the audit profession’s disciplinary system” (AICPA, 1994, 
p. 2). 

The AICPA sponsored a conference in Santa Fe in 1993 to explore where the
attest function was headed. As an outgrowth of that meeting, the AICPA
charged the Special Committee on Assurance Services in 1994 (CPA, 1996, 
p. 14). This committee, headed by Robert Elliott, has widely disseminated its
working findings. 

New directions for financial reporting
The AICPA project resulting in the Jenkins committee’s report seeks to improve
the value of financial information and the public’s confidence in it (AICPA, 1994,
p. 2). To discover new ways in which to enhance the utility of business
reporting, the Jenkins committee conducted an in-depth study of users under
the idea that providers of business reporting should “align the features of
business reporting with the information needs of those who use it” (p. 2)[9]. The
Jenkins committee assumes that businesses must focus on meeting customer
needs to survive and that information users are important customers. Two
innovative features of the Jenkins committee’s reporting model are an attempt
to link “factors that create longer-term value” with financial and operating
performance measures; and a movement from historical to “forward-looking
information” (p. 9). 

Ansari and Euske (1995) have noted that “the Jenkins Committee seems to be
adopting the Japanese business philosophy that financial results follow when
the right value-creating things are done”. The view underlying the Jenkins
committee’s report differs from the traditional underpinnings of financial
reporting in ways that are consistent with an ethics of care philosophy. The
committee’s recommendations move towards an ethics of care framework by
calling on the concrete experiences of users and by assuming a desire to
communicate truthfully in the interests of long-term relationships. The
committee moves away from the view that accounting is just a technical
discipline and in the direction of the “multidimensional view ... that ... it is also
a behavioral, symbolic, and political discipline” (Ansari and Euske, 1995, p. 41).
Ansari and Euske note also that adopting a multi-dimensional view of
accounting means “moving away from a ‘truth’ based view of measurement and
reporting” towards a realization that it is “important to ensure that the



New paradigms
for accounting

practice

315

accounting measures lead to the right behaviors, reinforce shared cultural
values, and can be ‘bought into’ by key constituencies” (p. 41). The implications
of the “convergence of internal and external reporting” implied by the Jenkins
committee’s report are that there are multiple levels of users who may have
different information needs and that the external financial reporting
community will have to “acknowledge that there are multiple, often fairly
legitimate, ways of constructing accounting reality” (Ansari and Euske, 1995, 
p. 42). 

Seidler (1995) judges that the specific recommendations of the Jenkins
committee are not earth-shattering: 

Ultimately, the Jenkins Committee expended a great deal of money and effort to give birth to
a mouse. Some of the specific suggestions are reasonable, but they are neither new nor
significant (p. 124).

However, ideas like the following, which are embedded in the report, have far-
reaching implications:

• Concrete experience is meaningful. 

• Truthtelling happens in the context of relationships.

• If and when management is interested in preserving long-term
relationships, their stories about corporate performance should be true,
particularly to listeners such as analysts who understand a great deal
about the context of the relationship. 

• Perhaps rigid rules have not worked in financial reporting.

• Perhaps it is time to give concrete relationships a chance and allow
information to vary according to users’ demands. 

• Perhaps it is time to leave behind old obsessions with verifiability and
short-run performance, and open financial reporting to increased
relevance and ability to assess long-term performance. 

This “new view” of financial reporting co-ordinates with the “new view” of
assurance articulated by Elliott (1994). The “new view” requires a change in
concepts and metaphors underlying thinking about financial reporting – a
change in paradigm. The forms and directions of this change can be understood
in terms of the contrast between an ethics of rights or the separative model and
an ethics of care or the connected model.

New directions for the attest function
In the early 1990s, the AICPA formed a Special Comittee on Assurance Services
“to develop a strategic plan for an expanded assurance function and to act as a
catalyst for change to achieve its implementation” (Elliott, 1994, p. 106)[10].
Elliott maintained that auditing must react to the information revolution and
new post-industrial paradigm. The principal conceptual change needed is to
realize that the:
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attest function exists to serve customers, and unless we understand our customers’ problems
and needs, how they are changing, and how we can best enhance the quality of information in
those new circumstances, we will not survive as an industry (p. 107). 

In other words, the profession needs to change from a mindset based on
professional separation and conflict to a mindset based on satisfying customers
and co-operation. 

In thinking about expanding the attest function, Elliott examines the
complex set of accountability relationships. Each business has “local
accountabilities to its investors, creditors, employees, customers, and suppliers
and global accountabilities to various levels of government” (p. 114). These
accountabilities are embedded in a social context:

Accountability originates in the social need to cooperate – i.e., work together, pooling
resources and/or skills, for a common goal or interest, that can be achieved only by
coordinated behavior (Elliott, 1994, p. 114).

These accountabilities lead to a potential need for attestation services, and “in
addition to transformed accountabilities we can expect new ones” (p. 115). For
example, Elliott (p. 115) cites Drucker’s proposal for the “business audit”, an
audit of the company’s performance and management against a strategic plan
and specific objectives to enable institutional investors to fulfil their role as
“trustees” for the underlying investors. Other proposed expansions include
offering assurance on non-financial information, quality processes, relevance of
information, report analysis and decision-making advice.

Elliott also imagines that real-time information versions of reporting entities,
or information-duals, will make extensive real-time information sharing
possible. Eventually, this information sharing may extend to capital suppliers
and replace traditional financial reporting:

Management’s first instinct would probably be to block information availability to all but
managers. On second thought, they might allow access to all employees, and before long to
suppliers and customers since there’s already considerable information sharing among these
parties in business. It would be a consistent step to then make it available to capital suppliers
(Elliott, 1994, p. 112).

Already, Elliott sees “signs of a transition in the relationships between parties
that conduct business” with “the old model of self-interest guiding transactions
... being modified by wider recognition of the mutual interests of customers and
suppliers” (p. 116). Elliott asserts that the “notion of wholly separate and
opposed parties conducting transactions within the constraints of law and
courtesy does not describe current relationships or the way they are
understood” (p. 116). Elliott cites Porter’s calls for closer relations between
financial reporting entities and financial report users “in the interest of
improving US competitiveness” (p. 116). A closer relationship may develop as
well between auditors and users, with users paying directly for some attest
services. 

Elliott’s projections for the future move away from separative and conflict
models. The most serious conflicts with the old understandings arise in



New paradigms
for accounting

practice

317

connection with the issue of auditor independence. Elliott explains that closer
relationships, such as auditors taking over more financial statement
preparation functions, are not necessarily a threat to independence:

The irony, of course, is that fears of compromised independence have always been weighed
against auditors doing bookkeeping and financial statement preparation for audit clients. The
argument has been that CPAs would lack independence if they were “auditing their own
work,” and this cry would be heard in opposition to any such proposal, even if it applied to
defining data elements and data-base structures. However, the prime potential source of bias
is an interest in the potential consequences of the information (e.g., owned shares going up in
price), and this type of independence would be little affected (p. 122).

Elliott acknowledges that the old ways of thinking will put up resistance, but
maintains that we should consider how these changes in the attest function
“would serve the interests of users of financial reports and those managers
whose attitude toward capital suppliers is cooperative” (p. 123). He concludes
that “the analyst-information-supplier role could become, in time, a socially-
imposed mandate based on full recognition of the accountability relationship
between attesters and users” (p. 124). Concerns about independence arise
“because of the attester’s obligation to users and social concern that attestation
serve users’ interests”, and thus “a major issue for the future of the attest
function is the attester’s accountability to users” (p. 124). 

Professional discourse and ideology
While the initiatives of the Jenkins and Elliott committees invoke concepts
related to the ethics of care, do they truly represent a step forward for the
profession? Questions can be raised about the profession’s motives for calling
for drastic change. Participants in this discussion are quite open about the need
to react to threats to the profession’s economic franchise. Elliott (1994) has
talked about threats to professional audits in the non-public sector from user-
friendly smartware (p. 108). He portrays the accounting profession as
endangered by competition:

There are barriers that nonregulated enterprises would face seeking to enter our markets –
competency and reputational issues being chief among them. We have a window of
opportunity to leverage the assets the profession has in the marketplace and bring them to
bear in developing new services (CPA, 1996, p. 15).

Holmstrom, a member of the AICPA special committee on assurance services,
foresees that: “One of the likely outcomes of the work of the committee will be
to broaden the franchise or operating sphere for CPA firms” (CPA, 1996, p. 18).
As discussed above, Elliott’s vision discards the traditional audit franchise
monopoly, replacing it with direct user accountability and assurance
relationships. This would mean radical changes for the profession and, perhaps,
the loss of professional status as the public interest element is removed from the
assurance product. Elliott describes the profession’s current competitive
struggle in terms of the information value chain:

As information technology advances, the profession will have to move up the information
value chain or its services will decline in value. There is likely to be more competition among
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service providers on the lower level of the value chain than at the higher level, because the
higher level will demand more intensive educational preparation. The profession will have to
create its niche, just as it did when the audit was invented and refined...(Elliott, 1995, p. 127).

Therefore, the profession is beginning to think that it has to change in
revolutionary ways. But, as Lee (1995) notes:

The 1980s strategy of doing “nothing” is arguably being replaced by a 1990s strategy of doing
“something”. As with “nothing”, the “something” appears to be motivated by economic rather
than societal considerations (p. 64).

Allen (1991) defines professional dominance as the need to “secure and
maintain control over its work in the economic, political, social and intellectual
spheres” (p. 51). Professions use strategies to negotiate and renegotiate their
status. Preston et al. (1995) explore the profession’s strategies of legitimation or
“actions that institutions take either to signal value congruency or to change
social values” (p. 510). The authors show how the profession creates narratives
of legitimation from the values of the surrounding society. For example, the
1917 code of ethics of the US accounting profession embedded themes from
Protestantism, Victorian idealism and pragmatism (p. 516). The 1988 code
reflected the values of contemporary US culture, such as the primacy of the
individual, reliance on calculative rationality, and an intensification of the
culture of consumption.

In creating narratives of legitimation for the future of financial reporting, the
Elliott and Jenkins Committees seem to be influenced by a new management
paradigm. The vocabulary of the late 1980s total quality management (TQM)
movement pervades the Jenkins committee’s work (Ansari and Euske, 1995);
and Elliott talks about value chains. One can observe a resonance between the
principles of total quality management and the attributes listed in the
“connected model” column of Table II. The change in thinking represents a
movement from linear to adaptive and interpretative management models
(Steidlmeier, 1992, p. 181). The ethics of care and connected model perspectives
are closely related to the new paradigm of management thinking typified by the
work of Covey (1992) – who offers a principle-centred approach to developing
personal and corporate leadership – and Senge (1994), who describes five
disciplines necessary to create a learning organization. 

These are currently powerful narratives in management thought and it is not
surprising that accounting profession initiatives to explore the future of
financial reporting and assurance draw on these new concepts and attempt to
apply these new frameworks to accounting. It is difficult to tell how widespread
in practice these ideas are and whether they are implemented in ways that truly
lead to a more caring environment. Dillard and Tinker (1996) question the
application of TQM principles to the accreditation process in US universities.
When quality and continuous improvement strategies do not arise from true
democratic discourse, their power for facilitating socially desirable change is in
question (p. 220). Furthermore, Dillard and Tinker suggest that “TQM rhetoric
obscures the fundamental structural, ethical and moral issues” and that
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“‘[c]ontinuous improvement’ and ‘reengineering’ do not disrupt existing power
relationships” (p. 221). Therefore, one has to suspect that only limited real
change may come from the profession’s use of new management rhetoric,
closely connected to ethics of care principles.

Conclusion
Using the ethics of care to launch a critique of proposals about new directions
for assurance and independence enables us to see the problems arising from
ethics of rights or separative thinking. The INDEPENDENCE AS
SEPARATION metaphor interferes with the profession’s ability to face and deal
with problems of inappropriate relationships. New possibilities for development
are enabled by using an INTERDEPENDENCE metaphor which forces the
profession to accept that all relationships (except complete autonomy) involve
some degree of dependence. The ethics of care framework versus the ethics of
rights framework also enables us to analyse proposals for changes in financial
reporting and assurance that arise from the AICPA’s current initiative. 

The ethics of care can be used as a touchstone or ideal to evaluate the
proposed new directions for the accounting profession. The rhetoric and
underlying concepts of the AICPA special committee’s proposals move away
from separation and competition towards goals of trust, mutuality of interests
and co-operation. The new proposals also emphasize accountabilities arising
from concrete, rather than abstract and theoretical, relationships. These
proposed changes are in the direction of an ethics of care perspective. However,
much of the rhetoric seems to be borrowed from new management paradigms
of total quality, value chains and learning organizations. The new management
discourse may be incorporated in the profession’s proposals as part of a
narrative of legitimation to resonate with today’s managers. It is not clear to
what extent the conceptual and rhetorical movements towards an ethics of care
perspective represent real shifts in thinking about the nature of accounting,
disclosure and assurance.

There may be serious implications for the future of the profession of public
accounting if customer service replaces public service in the professional ideal.
The aspect of public service interest is important to the argument that public
accounting is a profession (Chandler and Edwards, 1996; Lee, 1995; Preston et
al., 1995). If the profession abandons a public service ideal in favour of more
localized and concrete accountabilities, they may be giving up their claim to
professional standing. This claim is important in retaining self-regulation and
in continuing the economic franchise of the mandatory audit. Elliott (1994)
clearly views independence in economic terms, asserting that questions of
independence “are above all issues of service value” (p. 124) and pointing out
that if regulatory impediments (like rules against auditing your own work) are
“shown to be uneconomical, there would be a case for reversing them” (p. 124).
Apparently, Elliott foresees that technology advances will make the current
economic franchise essentially worthless and that the accounting profession



AAAJ
10,3

320

has to insert itself at a different point in the “information value chain” (Elliott,
1995, p. 127).

In conclusion, I feel that the extent to which proposed solutions to the
independence problem and proposed directions for financial reporting and
assurance represent a paradigm shift towards the ethics of care is not clear.
Held (1993) has proposed the incorporation of care-based values in societal
structures as transformations take place. If one believes in the power of rhetoric
to engender action, this appears to be happening in the AICPA proposals. When
I analyse the old-fashioned ideals of the accounting profession – ideals which
are erased in the new thinking – in terms of the ethics of care, I end up with
conflicting conclusions. On the one hand, the emphasis on character is
consistent with care ethics, but the emphasis on professional independence as
an exercise in abstract autonomy is not. The ideal of mental separation belongs
to the ethics of rights tradition. However, caring relationships (e.g. mothering)
often involve balancing abstract components, such as long-range interests and
the interests of society. To the extent that the accounting professional is adjured
to keep the public interest as an important component of the complex set of
relationships she is balancing, professional ideals are consistent with the ethics
of care. Therefore, replacing these accountabilities completely with concrete
accountabilities arising from contractual relationships, as in the assurance
proposals, may be problematic from a care perspective as well as from a
traditional professional perspective.

Notes
1. Gilligan’s work has been tremendously controversial and has been dismissed on three

grounds. First, it is not clear that women score lower on tests of moral reasoning when
other social and economic factors are controlled (Greeno and Maccoby, 1986), so that
Gilligan’s critique can be seen as attacking a straw man. Second, critics assert that the
ethics of care are a personal morality suitable to the spheres of kinship, love, friendship and
sex (Kohlberg, Levine and Hewers, 1983). Third, the ethics of care are seen as “affectively
tinged”, and therefore insufficiently impersonal to be representative of human moral
development (Houston, 1988). 

2. However, connections between the rights model and the ethics of capitalism in business
practice are not so clear. On the one hand, capitalism can be seen as driving Western
society towards commodification, abstraction and separation. On the other hand, Jacobs’
(1992) commercial moral syndrome has the following characteristics: “shun force, come to
voluntary agreements, be honest, collaborate easily with strangers and aliens, compete,
respect contracts, use initiative and enterprise, be open to inventiveness and novelty, be
efficient, promote comfort and convenience, dissent for the sake of the task, invest for
productive purposes, be industrious, be thrifty, and be optimistic” (p. 215). While
commerce can exist independently of capitalism, it is not separate in our system and many
characteristics valued in business relationships draw on ethics of care concerns.

3. It is not necessary to associate the ethics of rights with men and the ethics of care with
women – they represent different points of view and different ethical processes available to
both genders. Note that while a contextual and particular moral concern has been
associated with women’s thinking, there is little empirical evidence of differences in ethical
thinking between genders. Brabeck (1993) suggests that the different moral orientations of
the sexes is a mythical truth rather than an empirical truth. Neither empirical evidence of
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such difference nor an appeal to the different essential nature of women are necessary
elements for understanding the importance of the critiques provided by feminist ethical
theory. Feminist theory is, however, important in explaining why a particular set of views
stereotypically associated with women has been largely ignored and devalued. 

4. Ironically, the separatist economic theories which have diverted accountants from this
realization were partially derived from the work of Adam Smith, while other parts of
Smith’s work propounded a theory of moral sentiments with strong connections to the
ethics of care (see Tronto, 1993). 

5. These theoretical connections carry their own internal contradictions. When independence
is defined as separation, the obvious fact of the commercial relationship between client and
auditor creates problems in understanding how separation could exist. As Armstrong
(1991) has pointed out, agency theory, with its reliance on contracts, depends heavily on
trust and other aspects of human relationship that the theory denies. 

6. Following Lakoff and Johnson (1980), I capitalize metaphorical constructs.
7. Both the Kantian and Kohlbergian traditions of moral reasoning would have individuals

apply rules derived through principled moral reasoning rather than codifications from a
professional group. There is a strong emphasis in these traditions on the individual’s
ability to transcend “bad” law or authority. A conflict between the profession’s rules and
the individual’s imperatives might arise if an auditor were sufficiently convinced of his or
her ability to become autonomous or detached, thereby achieving independence in fact
even in the presence of relationships that create problems for the appearance of
independence.

8. Willmott et al. (1993) demonstrate how tensions within professional regulatory bodies,
such as segmented interest among the membership, make adequate response to outside
pressure difficult (p. 75).

9. Seidler (1995) points out that there is not complete congruence between the claims of the
committee about what their customers – professional users – want and the responses of
these users contained in the database underlying the report.

10. The AICPA’s special committee on assurance is expected to issue its report in 1996.
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