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Abstract 

Drawing on Thomas Kuhn’s notion of “paradigm”, this essay critically examines its 

implications for the accounting discipline and explores the extent to which paradigmatic 

dominance may constrain pluralistic understandings of accounting. In doing so, the essay aims 

to contribute to the accounting literature by highlighting the relevance of, and fostering creative 

engagement with, alternative forms of accounting that acknowledge the complex ways in which 

accounting is intertwined with society. This essay contributes by reflecting on the question of 

whether “Is the paradigmatic scientific model possible or even desirable in the accounting 

discipline?” By doing so, we argue for an accounting community that is aware of paradigmatic 

dynamics and advocate for scholars to build academic bridges rather than islands. 

Key-words: Accounting. Pluralism of Thought. Mainstream. Critical and Interdisciplinary 

Research. Academic Islands. 

 

Resumo 

Partindo da noção de “paradigma” de Thomas Kuhn, este ensaio examina criticamente suas 

implicações para a disciplina contábil e investiga em que medida a dominância paradigmática 

pode restringir compreensões pluralistas da contabilidade. Nesse sentido, o ensaio busca 

contribuir para a literatura contábil ao destacar a relevância e ao fomentar o engajamento 

criativo com formas alternativas de contabilidade que reconhecem os modos complexos pelos 

quais a contabilidade se encontra entrelaçada à sociedade. O ensaio contribui ainda ao refletir 

sobre a questão: “O modelo científico paradigmático é possível ou mesmo desejável na 

disciplina contábil?”. Ao fazê-lo, defendemos uma comunidade acadêmica em contabilidade 
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consciente das dinâmicas paradigmáticas e defendemos que os pesquisadores construam 

pontes acadêmicas, em vez de ilhas. 

Palavra-chave: Contabilidade. Pluralismo de Pensamento. Mainstream. Pesquisa Crítica e 

Interpretativista. Ilhas Acadêmicas. 

 

1. Introduction 

Drawing on Thomas Kuhn’s notion of “paradigm,” this essay critically examines its 

implications for the accounting discipline and explores the extent to which paradigmatic 

dominance may constrain pluralistic understandings of accounting. In doing so, the essay aims 

to contribute to the accounting literature by highlighting the relevance of, and fostering creative 

engagement with, alternative forms of accounting that acknowledge the complex ways in which 

accounting is intertwined with society. 

Since Zimmerman’s (2001) controversial publication, several papers have discussed 

paradigms in accounting research, particularly during the 2000s and early 2010s (Hopwood, 

2002; Lukka, 2010; Malmi, 2010; Merchant, 2010, among others). Overall, they discuss the 

acceptance or rejection of the North American economic research tradition as a monoparadigm 

of accounting research (Merchant, 2010). As a result, many researchers advocated a 

multiparadigmatic view that includes positivist, interpretive, critical, and other research 

traditions (Lukka, 2010).  

In this academic debate, this essay first reflects on the question of whether “Is the 

paradigmatic scientific model possible or even desirable in the accounting discipline?” By 

doing so, we argue for an accounting community that is aware of paradigmatic dynamics and 

advocate for scholars to build academic bridges rather than islands. This original essay 

discusses the implications of paradigmatic traditions for academic communities. 

We believe that essays like this one, which critically shed light on the body of knowledge 

and established assumptions of the accounting field, are relevant when they challenge 

established systems of belief in the scientific field. Alternative interpretations of theoretical 

concepts and their applicability to the field should be welcomed in interdisciplinary research. 

Far from providing the only or “right” interpretation, we aim to challenge established processes 

of knowledge construction and question what has been published to date, potentially 

strengthening the theoretical basis of accounting research. By doing so, we advocate for 

accounting scholars to build bridges instead of academic islands. 

The remainder of this essay is structured as follows. The second section presents Kuhn’s 

concept of paradigm and the paradigmatic model of scientific progress. The third section 

characterises two accounting research traditions, the economic mainstream and the non-

economic mainstream. The fourth section reflects on the accounting discipline and the scientific 

islands. The fifth section concludes with final remarks and future directions. 

2. Kuhn’s concept of paradigm and scientific model 

A paradigm consists of scientific practices that include, at the same time, laws, theories, 

applications, and instrumentation, resulting in a model from which a scientific research tradition 

emerges. According to Kuhn (2013, p. 115), the paradigm can be conceptualised as “a set of 

recurrent and almost standardised illustrations of different theories in their conceptual, 

instrumental and observational applications”. In addition, for scientific achievements to be 

considered a paradigm, these scientific achievements must share two characteristics: the ability 

to attract a flourishing group of followers and the scope to solve a range of relevant problems, 

as judged by the academic elite. 

Therefore, the paradigmatic period is characterised by a highly consolidated domination 

and acceptance of a single school of thought within the scientific community (Kuhn, 2013). 
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The period in which one paradigm dominates the scientific tradition is known as normal 

science, and it is described by Kuhn (2013, p. 89) as follows:  

 
[…] normal science does not aim to bring forth new species of 

phenomena: in fact, those who do not fit the limits of the paradigm are often 

not even seen. Scientists are also not trying to invent new theories. Instead, 

normal scientific research is directed toward the articulation of those 

phenomena and theories already provided by the paradigm. 

Another feature of this period is that in paradigmatic activity, “both the accumulation 

of facts and the articulation of theory become highly oriented activities” (Kuhn, 2013, p. 81). 

This means that researchers do not need to justify and extensively describe concepts and ideas 

used in their research once the paradigm provides a substantial body of knowledge. Therefore, 

the paradigm informs how entities behave and how their relationships are understood, creating 

a set of concepts and ideas that are well-established and legitimised by the academic 

community. In this conception, the research becomes briefer and directed towards the scientific 

community, which shares the same paradigm (Kuhn, 2013, p. 198). 

Naturally, several criticisms emerged. The scientific model proposed by Kuhn and, in 

particular, the way normal science works were heavily criticised (Popper, 1979; Lukka and 

Mouritsen, 2002). In the accounting discipline, Lukka (2010) states that the concept of normal 

science presupposes a lack of debate about the current paradigm. For Malmi (2010), when there 

is no criticism and only acceptance of assumptions, there is the possibility of entering a mystical 

world of beliefs and religion, which seems to have been happening to the paradigm. Lukka 

(2010) further states that, in normal science, researchers are not aware of their epistemological 

and methodological choices, as they learn to follow in the footsteps of their teachers, and they 

tend to use theories and methodologies familiar to the scientific field in which they are located. 

In this sense, Kuhn (2013) explains that the paradigm restricts the scientist’s vision and 

scope when they are trying to fit their work within the paradigm’s limits. Additionally, he 

explains that this restriction stems from trust in the paradigm and is essential to the development 

of scientific knowledge. This argument is justified by the fact that normal science focuses its 

attention on a range of problems so deeply and in such detail that it would otherwise be 

impossible to accumulate knowledge in a more effective manner.  

When a paradigm fails to satisfactorily answer research questions, normal science has a 

mechanism that automatically relaxes its rigidity and broadens its limits. In this context, Kuhn 

(2013) claims that anomalies emerge. Anomalies are cracks in the background structure of a 

paradigm through which research questions cannot be answered by the set of practices adopted 

within the paradigm. Anomalies also lead to paradigmatic crises and open spaces for 

paradigmatic disputes and, subsequently, the legitimacy of a new paradigm. 

A new paradigm rarely emerges before the scientific community believes it has acquired 

a consolidated conceptual basis for the scientific field's research object, the interactions 

between its entities, and the research techniques that can be used to answer these questions. In 

the so-called “mature sciences”, these questions are strongly rooted, and therefore, they are 

considered absolute truths. These are conceptual aspects that need not be discussed or quoted 

in the research report, as they are accepted assumptions among the academic elite. In this 

context, for Kuhn (2013), adopting a research paradigm indicates maturity in the development 

of any scientific field. Moreover, Kuhn (2013, p.73) also clarifies “the possibility of a kind of 

scientific research without paradigm”, the so-called pre-paradigmatic period. In the next 

subsection, we present Kuhn’s (2013) pre-paradigmatic period and its main aspects. 

2.1.Pre-paradigmatic Period 
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For Kuhn, the pre-paradigmatic period precedes the period in which a paradigm exists. 

At this time, the scientific field is not considered mature yet due to a lack of established 

paradigmatic practices. Therefore, it is composed of several schools of thought competing to 

become dominant in a subsequent paradigmatic period. During this period, it is very difficult 

to find evidence of progress because there is a multiplicity of competing schools, and 

researchers feel that the discipline as a whole lacks scientific progress. However, it is possible 

to find the accumulation of knowledge within each pre-paradigmatic school (Kuhn, 2013). 

Therefore, the pluralism of schools of thought is the main characteristic of the pre-

paradigmatic period. It consists of three main features. The first is the lack of a well-established 

body of knowledge and a belief system guiding the research process. According to Kuhn 

(2013), in the pre-paradigmatic period, researchers are required to reconstruct their field of 

study from the ground up because they do not follow a paradigm, and ideas and concepts are 

often underdeveloped. 

The second aspect is the pulverisation of research problems. In the absence of a 

paradigm or a candidate paradigm, all research problems are likely to appear equally relevant. 

Hence, the third aspect, due to the lack of a clear rationale for conducting the research, is the 

development of research according to convenience and data availability. In this context, Kuhn 

(2013) says that when a researcher aims to collect data, their procedure is more similar to chance 

than to an activity highly oriented by a well-formed conceptual body. In the pre-paradigmatic 

period, most works are produced – and sometimes justified – by data availability (Kuhn, 2013). 

For Kuhn (2013), although this kind of data collection was essential to the origin of 

many significant sciences, facts collected with so little scientific rigour very rarely speak 

sufficiently clearly to allow the emergence of a first paradigm. Despite the characteristics of 

the pre-paradigmatic period, it is important to note that scientific activity cannot be understood 

without at least an implicit body of methodological and interrelated theoretical beliefs that 

enable selection, evaluation, and criticism. If this body of beliefs is not implicit in the collection 

of facts, then we have what Kuhn refers to as "mere facts". 

Within this context, in Kuhn’s (2013) words, the pre-paradigmatic period is 

characterised by a phase when individuals practice science, but the results of their enterprise do 

not add to science as we know it. That is to say, the results of the investigations bear very little 

resemblance to the construction of scientific knowledge. In this period, science develops 

through competition among schools, until only one becomes the paradigm. At different times, 

all schools make relevant contributions to the set of concepts, phenomena, and techniques that 

form the first paradigm of the scientific field. 

3. Accounting Research Traditions: Economic and non-economic mainstreams 

The period in science without established paradigms is known as the pre-paradigmatic 

period. It is characterised by several schools and sub-schools competing over theoretical 

variants. Each of these schools emphasises, as paradigmatic observations, a particular set of 

phenomena that its theories may explain better, and other phenomena or observations remain 

as special problems for later investigations (Kuhn, 2013, p.75). In accounting research, we can 

highlight at least two different research traditions: the economic mainstream and the non-

economic mainstream. 

3.1 Economic Mainstream 

The economic mainstream was characterised by Zimmerman (2001), a prominent North 

American accounting researcher. He contentiously argues in favour of a monoparadigm led by 

the economic mainstream, as evidenced in his characterisation of the economic mainstream. 

Table 1 summarises Zimmerman’s (2001) main arguments.  
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Table 1.  

Economic mainstream in accounting research 

Data availability 
Economic approaches are superior due to availability of databases and, thus, 

reliable data sources. 

Theoretical approach 
Economic approaches are superior due to the use of a theory to guide empirical 

research. 

Test of theories Development of theories to be empirically tested. 

An economic approach Economic theories are highly preferable than other social theories. 

Statistical model and test 

of hypothesis 
Statistic models and test of hypothesis are the most adequate research method. 

Source: Developed based on Zimmerman (2001). 

Data availability and public databases are key indicators of high research quality in the 

economic mainstream. In this view, economic mainstream researchers claim that the use of 

databases allows them to access “good”, reliable, and consistent data for scientific purposes 

(Zimmerman, 2001). These assumptions lead to more quantitative research, consequently 

prioritising the use of statistical tools. 

Another aspect is the employment of theoretical approaches and the test of theories. For 

Zimmerman (2001), a theoretical basis to guide the empirical study is paramount for developing 

high-quality research. Although not all empirical research should have a theory test, there must 

be a scientific breakthrough. Hence, another argument is the testing of theories. For 

Zimmerman (2001), it is of fundamental importance to the research process that the theorists 

try to generate models with testable hypotheses and discuss their theoretical implications 

(Zimmerman, 2001). 

Fourth, there is an emphasis on the economic theoretical approach. Zimmerman (2001) 

begins by arguing that economics is the main social science. Because it is a science, it is 

successful. Thus, almost all areas of accounting are (or should be) based on economic theories. 

Therefore, the non-use of economic-based theories is one reason for the lack of progress in 

accounting research, especially in management accounting, according to him. For Merchant 

(2010), this is an accepted view shared by mainstream scholars. Consequently, only a few 

mainstream scholars are concerned with and question the dominance of the economic discipline 

in accounting research. 

Mainstream accounting arguments in favour of the economic mainstream are closely 

related to positivist assumptions: rejection of subjectivity in research; rejection of the search 

for the essence of a studied phenomenon; requirement for a theory to support the empirical 

analysis; emphasis on the logical rigour of scientific discourse; explanation of the phenomena 

through the identification of their relations; and the testing of hypotheses for generalisations. 

Closing up this section, we note that Zimmerman (2001) does not use the term 

“paradigm”. So, we could imagine that he was aware of the limits of using the paradigmatic 

term. However, he attempts to reign the economic school over other social theories, engaging 

mainly with North American researchers. Zimmerman (2001) illustrates, systematises and 

propagates the roots of the economic mainstream in accounting research, based on the 

dominance of databases, statistical tools and a quantitative approach, the adoption of an 

empirical and positivist epistemology, and the use of economic theories. 

3.2 Non-economic Mainstream 

In opposition to the economic mainstream, several researchers adopted an alternative 

perspective, advocating a multiparadigmatic view (Frezatti, Nascimento & Junqueira, 2009; 

Lukka, 2010; Malmi, 2010; Merchant, 2010). These researchers indicated that an economic 
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approach alone is insufficient to account for the complexity of the environment that accounting 

research faces, including accounting’s relationship with social and environmental issues. 

Particularly responding to criticisms of management accounting research, Hopwood 

(2002) proposes that management accounting is not a single, homogeneous phenomenon but 

rather a diverse set of complex, related practices and techniques. Additionally, Ittner and Lacker 

(2002) state that the economic approach cannot meet all theoretical needs in a universe as 

complex as management accounting because it does not consider several elements that affect 

decision-making, such as cognitive processes and social influences. Luft and Shields (2002) 

reiterate that researchers can use economic approaches; however, they also need to explore 

research questions through other theoretical lenses. 

The non-economic research traditions in accounting are very diverse. There is a 

pulverisation of epistemologies, theories and research techniques legitimated by alternative 

schools of thought. Apparently, they are more open, broader, and more eclectic, including 

social, political, psychological, organisational, and even economic theoretical approaches. 

Moreover, alternative schools have gained greater prominence in the European context, and a 

regional polarisation is evident in accounting research: the North American economic school 

and the European alternative school (Merchant, 2010). 

The discussion sparked by Zimmerman’s (2001) article, in response to Ittner and Lacker 

(2001), both published in the Journal of Accounting and Economics, has generated an extensive 

paradigmatic debate among accounting scholars during the 2000s and 2010s. Zimmerman 

(2001)’s main criticisms towards accounting research are (1) the lack of development and 

testing of theories, (2) the lack of publicly available data, (3) the inductive approach, (4) the 

researchers' orientation towards practice, and (5) the emphasis on decision making, not control 

(Zimmerman, 2001). However, the most controversial criticism, which has sparked much 

protest and debate among accounting scholars, is the use of non-economics-based frameworks 

and theories. Zimmerman (2001) affirms that economics-based studies are more effective at 

producing accounting knowledge than those from other disciplines. In this way, he indicates 

the economic discipline as superior and the most appropriate research tradition for accounting 

researchers, a highly consolidated claim in the accounting field in North America (Merchant, 

2010). 

Despite initial criticism of management accounting research, the argument for the 

superiority of the economic approach threatens interdisciplinarity across all accounting fields, 

including financial accounting, auditing, accounting education, public sector accounting, and 

management accounting. This argument also limits any attempt to broaden the boundaries of 

accounting and to increase interdisciplinarity and diversity in ways of thinking, epistemologies, 

methodologies, and theories (Annisette, Cooper & Gendron, 2018). 

In 2010, the Management Accounting Research Journal published a special issue about 

paradigms in accounting research. Its purpose was to critically reflect on the articles published 

after the controversy generated by Zimmerman (2001). In opposition to the economic 

monoparadigmatic view, several scholars claim that accounting research cannot be a science 

with only one paradigm (Malmi, 2010; Merchant, 2010; Lukka, 2010). Thus, other 

epistemological1 forms, like interpretive and critical theory (Lukka, 2010; Lourenço & 

Sauerbronn, 2016), and a multiparadigmatic view (Burrel & Morgan, 1979; Frezatti, 

Nascimento & Junqueira, 2009; Lukka, 2010; Frezatti, Aguiar, Wanderley & Malegueno, 2015; 

Wijaya, Ludigdo, Baridwan & Prihatiningtias, 2015; Granlund & Lukka, 2016) are highly 

desired. 

 
1 Epistemology is defined in this research as the way research is constructed. In contrast, the paradigm is a broad 
concept that incorporates epistemology and indicates a broad set of research practices, including theories and 
methods. 
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4. Paradigmatic Dominance and Academic Islands 

As critical and interdisciplinary researchers, we want to reflect on the concept of paradigm and 

the development of this specific community in contrast to the economic mainstream. We split 

this section into two parts. The first part responds to the question of whether “Is the 

paradigmatic scientific model possible or even desirable in the accounting discipline?” The 

second part argues for a community that is aware of paradigmatic dynamics and advocates for 

scholars to build academic bridges rather than islands. 

4.1. Is the paradigmatic scientific model possible, or even desirable, in the accounting 

discipline? 

The paradigmatic scientific model is defined by some key features that can also be 

identified in the accounting discipline. A paradigm is a broad concept that includes how a 

scientific community operates within a cultural, socio-political, and economic background. 

Despite accounting research communities sharing these aspects, Kuhn’s paradigm is hardly a 

good fit for the social sciences (Assis, 1993). A key argument that constrains the applicability 

of the paradigm model in accounting is the consolidation, dominance and acceptance of only a 

single school of thought, known as normal science. 

Accounting is pluralistic, and although we acknowledge the existence of the economic 

and positivist school of thought as dominant in many national contexts, including Brazil, there 

are growing spaces for alternative ways of thinking in the accounting academic community 

(Lili-Anne & Nasi, 2017), including journals traditionally known for publishing economic 

mainstream research, such as Contemporary Accounting Research and The Accounting 

Review. Therefore, the argument that accounting constitutes a normal science does not hold. 

Notwithstanding, the accounting discipline shares many features that are common to 

what Kuhn characterised as paradigms. We consider these aspects in detail, as they contribute 

to the creation of the academic islands that we discuss in the following section. 

First, the capacity to create an academic community, where the academic elite attract a 

flourishing group of researchers, particularly PhD students and early career academics, and 

guide which set of problems is relevant and worth scientific effort and publication. In the 

Brazilian context, this social phenomenon is particularly strong and evident in the way research 

centres and the postgraduate programme are organised, with a strong emphasis on the formation 

of postgraduate students. Senior and well-established researchers, in their capacity as PhD 

supervisors, influence newcomers regarding relevant topics, epistemologies, and 

methodologies, very often constraining the ability of their students to develop research outside 

their area of expertise or interest. 

Second, academic research projects become highly influenced by what is accepted by 

the academic elite. In this sense, the accumulation of empirical material depends on what the 

community finds new and interesting, such as topics that are “hype” or socially relevant, 

empirically underexplored contexts. The articulation of theories is also dependent on the elite 

community’s acceptance. This is easily identified in the context of critical and interdisciplinary 

accounting research, as the intrinsic plurality of interdisciplinary thought is naturally filtered 

through the academic elite, reviewers and editors, who define what is considered relevant to 

accounting research. 

Third, a paradigm presupposes a lack of debate about the paradigm itself. In accounting 

research communities, as they become established over time and gain legitimacy, there is a 

tendency for the same lack of debate and self-awareness of the communities’ own biases and 

systems of belief and values. This system supports the development of a well-established 

research tradition and further investigation of relevant topics, but it very often silences critique 

and divergent viewpoints regarding the core of the community’s system of beliefs and values. 
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Over time, even the critical and interdisciplinary community in accounting has become more 

rigid and very difficult to challenge in terms of its established assumptions, lacking the 

component of critique intrinsic to the community's foundations. As Malmi (2010) stated, when 

there is no criticism and only acceptance of established assumptions, the possibility of entering 

a mystical world of beliefs with little or no space for challenge arises. 

Fourth, paradigmatic features constrain the researchers’ vision and scope of what 

accounting can be or do, as they are trying to fit their work within the paradigm’s limits. Adding 

to this paradigmatic limit, imposed by the need for acceptance by the academic elite, are several 

economic and performance pressures on academics (Gebreiter, 2022; Gebreiter & Horozoglu, 

2025). This additional layer reinforces scholars’ tendency to adhere to the paradigm to cope 

with ranking and publish-or-perish systems, particularly among early-career academics who are 

still trying to gain legitimacy in the field and among scholars more generally who want to 

expand the paradigm's limits and boundaries. 

The Kuhnian pre-paradigmatic period precedes the paradigmatic one, and during this 

period, the scientific field is not yet considered mature because it lacks established paradigmatic 

practices and evidence of progress amid a multiplicity of competing schools. However, it is 

possible to find the accumulation of knowledge within each pre-paradigmatic school (Kuhn, 

2013). Our reading of the accounting discipline helps us bring to the fore three relevant pre-

paradigmatic aspects. 

First, the possibility of the accumulation of knowledge within each research tradition. 

Second, the lack of a well-established body of knowledge within each research tradition, which 

guides the research process. Third, the pulverisation of research problems. There is clear 

evidence, within the critical and interdisciplinary community, of the development of well-

accepted traditions by both elite academics and the community at large, such as social and 

environmental accounting, emancipatory accounting, and diversity studies, among others. 

Within each of these small islands in the critical and interdisciplinary research tradition, there 

is evidence of a growing and consistent accumulation of knowledge, which could also signal 

paradigmatic features of a lack of criticism or challenge. 

Therefore, there are some scholars who describe the accounting field as operating 

through ‘quasi-paradigms’. This is because accounting does not quite fit into the structure of 

either paradigm or pre-paradigm periods, but instead shares features from both periods 

simultaneously. Even within a specific research tradition, such as the critical and 

interdisciplinary community, the accounting field does not offer a unique paradigm or mode of 

operation, but rather several traditions with varying degrees of institutionalisation and 

acceptance. In this sense, the argument is that accounting operates as a “quasi-paradigm”. 

Although Kuhn’s paradigmatic scientific model does not find a complete match in the 

accounting discipline, there are several aspects that can be examined in light of its desirability, 

such as the features of paradigmatic and pre-paradigmatic periods. Clearly, we disagree with 

the desirability of a dominant school of thought in accounting. In the following section, we 

claim that there is a need to open up to the pluralism of thought, and the creative imagination 

of what accounting can be and do beyond the limits of any paradigmatic understanding of 

accounting.  

Our interpretation of Kuhn’s paradigm is that accounting shares many features that 

likely constrain the ability of newcomers and even senior researchers to challenge the 

established assumptions of accounting. Over time, opening up to and clashing with the limits 

of the research tradition allows the development of accounting research itself. We particularly 

emphasise the need to develop an understanding of the complex relationship between 

accounting and many social, political and environmental issues, such as accounting in the 

context of immigration, war, refugee crises, and housing crises. 
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4.2.  Constructing Academic Islands or Bridges? 

We posit that accounting does not follow the Kuhnian paradigmatic model of science. 

It seems that, rather than one school of thought displacing another, they coexist within the 

academic system, creating academic islands (Vollmer, 2009). Academic islands are 

problematic because they constrain pluralism between and within research traditions or schools 

of thought. These islands embody paradigmatic features that close off conversations even 

within the same traditions. 

In geography, islands are pieces of land surrounded by water, physically separated from 

larger continents yet often developing their own unique ecosystems and cultures. In a similar 

metaphorical sense, academic islands refer to disciplines and research communities that operate 

in isolation from the broader academic community. 

As critical researchers, we reflect on the island of the critical communities. Drawing on 

the distinction between pre-paradigmatic and paradigmatic concepts, we identify shifts that may 

occur in these communities. Initially, the critical community likely appeared to be a 

homogeneous group, growing in opposition to the dominant economic and positivist lens of 

accounting research and phenomena. As the critical tradition develops, the range of phenomena 

and researchers working on these problems naturally varies and extends across several streams 

of critical accounting research (Gendron, 2017).  

Just as real islands can become disconnected from trade, communication, or shared 

resources, academic islands may limit collaboration, interdisciplinary learning, and the 

exchange of ideas. While geographic islands can sometimes thrive through unique adaptation, 

academic isolation often restricts creativity and innovative ideas. Academic islands produce 

fragmentation within the accounting field and, over time, within the same research tradition. 

This fragmentation stems from the lack of communication and collaboration between 

communities and within them, the closure of epistemological and methodological approaches 

(Willmott, 1983), and the legitimation of academic elites who are highly influential on editorial 

boards and in review processes (Bartoluzzio et al., 2025).  

One of the key consequences of academic islands is a lack of critique. The closure of 

conversations within the same traditions, or, in Kuhn’s terms, pre-paradigmatic schools, 

restricts the critique of the existing body of knowledge (Kakkuri-Knuuttila et al., 2008; 

Gendron, 2017). This closure mainly happens because scholars start to group into circles with 

similar interests, and senior academics lead the way of thinking, spreading their views and 

values among PhD students and early-career academics (Bartoluzzio et al., 2025). In addition, 

elite researchers are very involved in the editorial process and, consequently, constrain critique 

of the legitimate body of knowledge while favouring publications that build on what has been 

published. Academic islands are not the same as paradigms in accounting, but their features 

and effects mirror segmentation, closure, and what is accepted and valuable as good academic 

research.  

In terms of pluralism, it seems to exist due to the presence of several academic islands. 

However, without bridges connecting those islands, plural thought remains isolated and 

disconnected, limiting its influence on a more comprehensive body of knowledge. In this sense, 

pluralism is institutionally controlled and asymmetrically valuable to the academic elite, and 

critique often has little space to coexist with the accepted knowledge (Gendron, 2017). 

Moreover, marginalisation is institutionalised. There are specific ways to write, and styles and 

formats that are accepted. Knowledge from the Global South is often excluded, its value is often 

seen as localised, and its academic standards are often treated with suspicion (Sauerbronn et 

al., 2024). 

Implications relate to beliefs that a specific journal will be open to this type of work, 

while being completely closed to some conversations. Papers that challenge the current thinking 
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are often rejected, not for their scientific rigour or methodology, but because the key message 

does not align with reviewers’ or editors’ beliefs. Therefore, building bridges between academic 

“islands” through interdisciplinary research, collaboration, and openness to the plurality of 

thought helps create a more connected and productive intellectual environment (Lili-Anne & 

Nasi, 2017; Gendron, 2017). 

5. Final remarks and future directions 

This essay critically explores the extent to which paradigmatic dominance may 

constrain pluralistic understandings of the accounting discipline. In doing so, the essay aims to 

contribute to the accounting literature by highlighting the relevance of, and fostering creative 

engagement with, alternative forms of accounting that acknowledge the complex ways in which 

accounting is intertwined with society.  

This essay contributes by reflecting on the question of whether the paradigmatic 

scientific model possible or even desirable in the accounting discipline. We reflect on how 

paradigmatic features across several accounting traditions constrain the pluralism of thought, 

critique, and the value of often marginalised knowledge.  

By doing so, we argue for an accounting community that is aware of paradigmatic 

dynamics and advocate for scholars to build academic bridges rather than islands. Academic 

bridges are constructed through dialogue, international collaboration, interdisciplinary 

research, scrutiny of culturally accepted editorial practices, openness to creative and innovative 

epistemologies, methodologies, and theories, and acknowledgement of the several ways in 

which accounting is imbricated in the complex social world. 

This original essay conveys an alternative interpretation of Thomas Kuhn's work and its 

use in the accounting discipline. The implications of this research are theoretical. We believe 

that essays like this one, which critically shed light on the body of knowledge and established 

assumptions of the accounting field, are relevant when they challenge established systems of 

belief in the scientific field. Alternative interpretations of theoretical concepts and their 

applicability to the field should be welcomed in interdisciplinary research. Far from providing 

the only or “right” interpretation, we aim to challenge established processes of knowledge 

construction and question what has been published to date, potentially strengthening the 

theoretical basis of accounting research. By doing so, we advocate for accounting scholars to 

build bridges instead of academic islands. 
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