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 As one of his former graduate students whose entire academic career ben-
efi ted from the foundations he laid, I am honoured to have been invited 
to contribute a Foreword to this  Festschrift  in recognition of Tony Lowe’s 
major contributions to Accounting. 

 In 1971, when Ernest Anthony Lowe (1928–2014) was appointed as 
the fi rst Professor of Accounting and Financial Management (his choice 
of title) at the University of Sheffi  eld, Accounting was not taught in most 
universities in the UK, and much of the Accounting that was taught 
(not only in the UK) was based on the premise that  accounting is what 
accountants do.  In other words, it was seen by many that the technical 
aspects of accounting practice should provide the core under-pinning of 
the Accounting curriculum, and little thought was given to theorising 
about Accounting as a basis for:

•    evaluating the adequacy of accounting practice as a step towards 
improving it;  

•   contextualising Accounting within organisational or societal frames of 
reference;  

•   considering the potentiality of Accounting (i.e., a critical assessment of 
what it might contribute within organisational and societal contexts);  

•   recognising that disciplines other than Economics (including 
Philosophy, History, Psychology, and Sociology) have signifi cant roles 
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to play in generating novel insights into Accounting as a legitimate 
fi eld of intellectual inquiry within the academy.    

 Tony initiated the development of a radical Accounting curriculum at 
Sheffi  eld, and this spread through his engagement elsewhere as well as via 
the activities of those whom he mentored. But his endeavours went well 
beyond teaching-related issues. He was a pioneer in establishing (with a 
group of close colleagues who went to work with him in the 1970s) what 
became known as the “Sheffi  eld School”, the essence of which was rec-
ognising the need to use an array of inter-disciplinary and critical social 
science perspectives in seeking to understand Accounting in its organisa-
tional and societal contexts, along with a concern to bring about benefi -
cial change. 

 In addition to his concerns over investing in human capital and extend-
ing the boundaries of accounting research, Tony was active in institution- 
building. For example, he played a major role in establishing what became 
the Management Control Association, and the  Interdisciplinary Perspectives 
on Accounting  (IPA) conferences. As chairman of the fore-runners (in the 
UK) of both the Committee of Departments of Accounting & Finance 
(1974–76), and the British Accounting & Finance Association (1975–
76), he worked to promote networks, facilitate greater collaboration, and 
encourage the development of a culture characterised by increased rigour 
in accounting scholarship. 

 As a man, Tony Lowe could be diffi  cult to get  along with. He was 
often stubborn, not always inclined to give credit where it was due, less 
than perfectly consistent, not adept at organisational politics and, on 
occasions, rather less adaptive than one might expect from such a strong 
advocate of the power of adaptive systems! Th ese characteristics meant 
that one had to reach out to him in order to appreciate his insights, and 
not everyone was willing to do this—to their loss. 

 Nevertheless, Tony Lowe made a huge contribution to the develop-
ment of Accounting as a worthy discipline within universities worldwide. 
His legacy lives on through the ideas he nurtured and shared and which 
are now being passed on to successive generations by those who came 
directly under his infl uence. Further tributes can be found in Cooper 
(2014), Laughlin (2014), and Wilson and Sikka (2014). 
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 Th is collection of essays by leading Accounting scholars from around 
the world is a fi tting tribute to a pioneering scholar and an infl uential 
mentor: 

  Tony Lowe made a real diff erence  

         Richard     M.  S.     Wilson   
 Business Administration 

and Financial Management, 
 Loughborough University , 

  United Kingdom      
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 Tony Lowe was a pioneer of critical accounting who transformed our 
thinking about accounting by locating it in broader social and political 
contexts. His interdisciplinary approach to accounting enabled us to see 
accounting as a moral, social and practical technology that aff ects a wide 
variety of stakeholders. Whilst it is too early to make any defi nitive claims 
about Tony’s legacy, those who met and interacted with Tony have a par-
ticular appreciation of how he inspired scholars and students to question 
the established modes of thinking. Like most human beings, Tony was a 
complex person, but his work was of praxis: commitment to engagement 
so that all human beings can live fulfi lling lives. 

 Th is book begins with refl ections on Tony, the person, academic, 
scholar, organiser and the person. Th e insights are provided by Richard 
Laughlin, a former colleague from Sheffi  eld University who worked 
closely with Tony in what eventually became known as the ‘Sheffi  eld 
School’. Th e chapter captures some of the complexities of Tony, the per-
son, and also records his lifelong commitment to critique and empower-
ing others to see the world through diff erent lenses. 

 Kerry Jacobs recalls his earliest encounters with Tony Lowe and his 
relentless insistence on interdisciplinary critique and questioning conven-
tional wisdom. Such engagements can be unsettling, but those travelling 
beyond the conventional saw richer possibilities of personal awakening 
and emancipatory social change. 

  Introd uction   
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 Tony’s earlier thoughts about management control systems (MCS) 
were informed by cybernetics and their infl uence and possibilities are 
explored in the chapter by Winnie O’Grady and Alan Lowe (not related 
to Tony). O’Grady and Lowe indicate how Tony’s articulation of prin-
ciples of MCS design, integrating the law of requisite variety, challenged 
conventional work. Th ey suggest that contingency theory’s development 
somewhat displaced cybernetics from MCS academic discourse (and 
more recently they note the prevalence of Simons’ levers of control, or 
LOC)—but they indicate parallels in these theories. Th ey suggest, some-
what controversially, that Staff ord Beer’s work refl ected a markedly greater 
appreciation of uncertainty and controllability and an approach fl exible 
enough to accommodate contingency theory and LOC. 

 Th e chapter by Rob Gray, Aideen O’Dochartaigh and Clemence 
Rannou sees in Lowe’s work an opportunity to look afresh at social 
accounting and accounting in general, underlining Lowe’s commitment 
to uncovering how accounting and control could be developed to better 
serve organizations, well-being and a more benign vision of industrial 
and post-industrial society. At the same time, Gray, O’Dochartaigh and 
Rannou note that an implied radical re-structuring of economy and soci-
ety is scarcely—explicitly—explored in Lowe’s work. 

 Th e contribution by Robin Roslender acknowledges that Lowe, given 
his signifi cant role in the development of interdisciplinary and critical 
accounting research, helped him realize that his sociological imagina-
tion might fi nd an unexpected outlet in the critical and social analysis of 
accounting. Roslender sees Lowe’s key emphasis in a stepping outside of 
the prevailing methodology of accounting research. He concludes with 
an insightful view of the possibilities in critical research. 

 Jesse Dillard, in a personal perspective on critical accounting’s sustain-
ability, highlights Lowe’s concern to broaden out and open up accounting 
and those involved and implicated therein. He sees means by which Lowe’s 
legacy manifests in terms of radicalising accounting for the improvement 
of the human condition and as a contributor to and expression of a more 
democratic governance system. Dillard’s text provides an excellent refl ex-
ive construction of the critical accounting project today, linked to Lowe’s 
intervention, and promotes an ‘agonistic dialogic accounting’. 
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 Michael Gaffi  kin, refl ecting on his personal interactions with Lowe, 
places emphasis on what he sees as Lowe’s interdisciplinary enterprise 
and his concern to explore accounting via methodology and methods 
from a social science perspective. Th e theory, methodology and meth-
ods that Gaffi  kin discusses in this context refl ect developments in social 
and political theory as seen by Richard Bernstein. Gaffi  kin positions a 
vision of accounting for a more effi  cient and fairer society in a critique of 
neo-liberalism. 

 Jim Haslam suggests the signifi cance of Lowe’s infl uences beyond his 
published writings, whilst acknowledging the latter’s contribution. He 
emphasises critical possibilities and dimensions of Lowe’s early interest in 
systems theory and cybernetics, seeing continuity in Lowe’s work in terms 
of an engaged commitment to bettering the world. He suggests that Lowe 
had an interest in Habermas that may have refl ected Habermas’ interest 
in a rational reconstruction of systems. Further, he points to Lowe’s inter-
est in radical possibilities in post-modernism, if perhaps more to refi ne a 
critical modernist position. He links this here to a post-Marxist working 
of ‘emancipatory accounting’. 

 Cheryl Lehman sees Lowe’s concerns to think diff erently, strive for 
a better state and actively participate in change as complementing 
feminist- intersectionality research that is aimed at eradicating preju-
dice and re-confi guring meaning. Lehman especially links Lowe to the 
feminist-intersectionality research she advocates in elaborating Lowe’s 
view that the creation of power diff erences as a social phenomenon is not 
inevitable. 

 Geoff  Whittington makes reference to Lowe’s earlier work in systems 
and cybernetics in elaborating the development of the IASB as an adap-
tive institution that has responded to social and economic pressures and 
changed its policies accordingly. He demonstrates the importance of 
social and political infl uences on the IASB but also points to positive 
potential in the IASB’s development of a conceptual framework, its trans-
parent system of oversight and due process and its increased representa-
tion of and accountability to the world it is meant to serve. 

 David Cooper and Mahmoud Ezzamel go beyond a focus on technical 
aspects of the design and usage of the Balance Scorecard (BSC) to give 
more attention to an evaluation of its implied approach to managing and 
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organizing. Following Lowe and others, they suggest that a discussion of 
values needs to be an integral part of the choice of control systems: if the 
BSC’s emphasis of managing based on evidence and facts has some merit, 
the authors are concerned to highlight the problematics of such managing. 
Th ey also point to how BSC can be used diff erently—promoting dialogue 
and debate and possibilities for more democratic organizational processes. 

 Willmott and Veldman argue that few issues in organization stud-
ies are more critical than understanding the modern corporation. Th eir 
contribution echoes Lowe’s concern to highlight the problematic eth-
ics of the corporation and aspects of it such as limited liability. Th eir 
chapter looks at embedded legal, economic and political imaginaries—
intertwined, mutually re-inforcing but contradicting one another. Th e 
political imaginary indicates the centrality of the economic imaginary in 
the systematic excluding of voices other than shareholders and directors 
in corporate governance. 

 What might be called the political economy of tax advice was a par-
ticular area of interest of Lowe. Prem Sikka’s contribution refl ects Lowe’s 
advocacy of engagement, including with the large accountancy fi rms, 
and his indicating of opportunities for critical academics to intervene in 
public aff airs. He draws attention to publicly available evidence to show 
that Big Four accountancy fi rms are engaged in anti-social practices. Th e 
evidence is provided by drawing attention to their addiction to crafting 
tax avoidance schemes. Such developments pose serious questions about 
the status of the fi rms as ethical and professional entities. Sikka notes that 
many erstwhile tax avoidance schemes have been deemed illegal by the 
courts; the fi rms rarely face any sanctions by the professional bodies.  

      Jim     Haslam   
 School of Management  
 University of Sheffi  eld 

  South Yorkshire ,  United Kingdom   

     Prem     Sikka   
 Essex Business School 

 University of Essex 
  Colchester ,  United Kingdom      
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      Tony Lowe and the Interdisciplinary 
and Critical Perspectives on Accounting 
Project: Refl ections on the Contributions 

of a Unique Scholar                     

     Richard     Laughlin    

1            Introduction 

 Ernest Anthony Lowe, Emeritus Professor of Accounting and Financial 
Management at the University of Sheffi  eld, died peacefully in Sheffi  eld 
on 5 March 2014 aged 85. Tony Lowe, a quite unique accounting 
scholar, was unquestionably the “father fi gure” of what has come to be 

        R.   Laughlin      () 
  School of Management and Business, King’s College London , 
 University of London ,   London ,  UK    
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known as the “Sheffi  eld School” where he was Professor of Accounting 
and Financial Management from 1971 to 1985. He has also been seen 
as one of the key founders of what Roslender and Dillard (2003) and 
Broadbent and Laughlin ( 2013 ) label the “Interdisciplinary and Critical 
Perspectives on Accounting (ICPA) Project  1  ”. 

 Th e concept of a “Project”—taken from Roslender and Dillard’s 
(2003) historical analysis of the emergence of ICPA—gives a sense of 
intentionality and something that is ongoing and incomplete, which 
captures well the research insights of the now global community that 
has been concerned with not only understanding, but also calling for 
critique and often change in the role of accounting in organisations 
and society using a range of perspectives drawn from diverse social 
sciences. 

 Beginnings are always diffi  cult to determine with accuracy, but it is 
largely uncontentious that Tony Lowe was the “father fi gure”, leader 
and enabler of a group of colleagues, associates and students in Sheffi  eld 
who became scholars of distinction in their own right and leading con-
tributors to the ICPA Project. Referring to this group as the “Sheffi  eld 
School”, however, needs some clarifi cation. Equally to claim that Tony 
Lowe was also one of the key founders of the ICPA Project needs careful 
analysis. Th e sad death of Tony Lowe provides a unique opportunity both 
to say something about him, his life and his many contributions as well 
as to provide some refl ections on the “Sheffi  eld School” and how Tony 
and others associated with him in Sheffi  eld contributed to the develop-
ment of the ICPA Project. Th is paper, therefore, should certainly be read 
as an obituary to Tony Lowe, to celebrate his many contributions, but, as 
befi ts the complex and extraordinary man that he was, this will not be a 
traditional obituary. 

 Th e following is divided into two sections followed by a brief conclu-
sion. Th e fi rst section looks at Tony Lowe, his life and his work and the 
formation of what has subsequently come to be known as the “Sheffi  eld 
School”. Th is is taken further in the second section where the institu-
tional space to allow the ICPA Project to develop is explored and its 
linkages to those associated with Tony Lowe during his time in Sheffi  eld 
is explored.  

2 R. Laughlin



2     Tony Lowe and the “Sheffi eld School” 

2.1     An Unconventional Beginning 

 Tony Lowe’s journey into higher education was unconventional. At the 
age of 19, in 1947, he joined the army with the Royal Signals to fulfi l the 
requirement at that time following the Second World War for all young 
men to undertake two years of National Service. After leaving the army 
he became an Articled Clerk with a fi rm of Chartered Accountants, qual-
ifying as a Chartered Accountant (in 1952) and a Chartered Secretary (in 
1953). He then set up a small fi rm of Chartered Accountants and was in 
practice before starting an undergraduate degree in 1954 in Economics, 
specialising in accounting, at the London School of Economics and 
Political Science (LSE) from which he graduated with a fi rst class hon-
ours degree in 1957. 

 His undergraduate degree, coupled with his qualifi cation as a Chartered 
Accountant and a Chartered Secretary were the only formal qualifi ca-
tions he had when in 1957, immediately after graduating from the LSE, 
he was appointed to his fi rst lectureship at the University of Leeds. He 
stayed at Leeds for nine years until 1966 and during the 1962–1963 aca-
demic year he took leave of absence to hold visiting appointments in the 
USA as Sloan Faculty Fellow in MIT, Ford Foundation Research Fellow 
at Harvard Business School and Visiting Lecturer at the University of 
California in Berkeley. 

 He left Leeds in 1966 and moved initially to take up a Senior Lecturer 
position in the University of Bradford (from 1966 to 1968) and then 
moved to the Manchester Business School (MBS) (from 1968 to 1971), 
again as a Senior Lecturer. Anthony Hopwood was at MBS at the same 
time. Together, they set up a control research project with Tony Tinker 
and Tony Berry as researchers. Th is was the only time that Anthony 
Hopwood and Tony Lowe were in the same institution and the only 
time they collaborated. Whilst sharing an increasing intolerance towards 
the dominance of economics, in all of its many forms, to inform an 
understanding of the nature of accounting they were diff erent in many 
ways making it diffi  cult for them to work together. Yet, as Roslender 
and Dillard (2003), Baker (2011) and Broadbent and Laughlin ( 2013 ) 
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argue, both Anthony Hopwood and Tony Lowe were key, if not the key, 
founders of the ICPA Project despite the diff erence in their respective 
contributions.  

2.2     The Management Control Workshop Group 

 It was in MBS that the thinking and values that would become hallmarks 
of his time in Sheffi  eld started to emerge through the formation of the 
Management Control Workshop Group (MCWG). Tony Lowe’s interest 
in systems theory and management control systems, formed whilst he was 
at Leeds and Bradford, started to become clear and apparent in a range 
of signifi cant publications that appeared towards the end of his time at 
MBS (cf. Lowe  1971a ,  b ; Lowe and McInnes  1971 ). But what was appar-
ent to him was how much more needed to be analysed and understood. 
For Tony, the MCWG was to provide a forum for this understanding to 
develop. Initially the MCWG was a Manchester-based group involving 
Tony Lowe, Tony Tinker and Tony Berry (who were part of the original 
research team at MBS) along with David Otley, who was also a doctoral 
student at MBS at the time. When Tony Lowe moved to Sheffi  eld, fol-
lowed by Tony Tinker, and David Otley moved to Lancaster, the MCWG 
became a northern England-based network and involved a range of oth-
ers, including David Cooper who took up a lectureship at the University 
of Manchester in 1972. Th e MCWG continued to expand its member-
ship over the years and metamorphosed in 1988 into the Management 
Control Association (MCA), now with an international membership and 
continues, in good Tony Lowe tradition, as an intellectual space and net-
work of discovery in the broad area of management control systems. Th e 
signifi cance of this intellectual space can be judged by the numerous pub-
lications that have come out of the MCA and its changing and expanding 
membership over the years. To give a fl avour of the quality and signifi -
cance of this work and link it back to Tony Lowe, we need go no further 
than the highly signifi cant National Coal Board study undertaken just 
before one of the most bitter industrial relations disputes the UK has ever 
experienced. Th e research came out of the MCWG and the researchers 
were mostly from either the Universities of Manchester or Sheffi  eld, some 
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