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Business Accounting as Language-game

CHUN Jaemoon

(chun@andrew.ac.jp)

The conclusions reached in this paper are summarized as follows:

(1) In the accounting community, financial statements are not representations of facts
(events), but only estimates and statements of opinion. The view of H. B. Buckley, G. O.
May, S. Takadera, and others is that financial statements are not representations of facts
(events), but only statements of estimates and opinions. The recognition and existence views
are the expression of idealism. The accounting language view in the accounting academia is
still dominated by realists who base their views on the “picture” view. On the other hand,
Takadera et al’s view of accounting language belongs to a minority of idealists.

(2) Many “games” have winners and losers. However, there are also games without
winners or losers. Playing cards alone (fortune-telling) or when a child throws his ball at the
wall and catches it again, are examples of games without winners or losers. However, if
accounting is a kind of language and business is interpreted as a language game based on
accounting, the results (business performance) of “surplus (or black figure)” or “deficit (or
red figure)” can be regarded as proof of victory or defeat. In other words, accounting is a
language-game with winners and losers.

(3) Following Nagai's theory, we have attempted to deepen our understanding of
accounting as a language-game. Now, let us explore the similarities between business
accounting as a language-game and baseball (ball game) as a language-game. In baseball, the
game (play) ends when the umpire calls “game” in Japan. This determines victory or defeat.
In this case, the “time of pronouncement” by the umpire is interpreted to be similar to the
“time of closing” in business accounting. At the end of a baseball game, the difference
between a “win” and a “loss” occurs as a result. Similarly, there is a difference between a
“surplus” and a “deficit” at the end of a corporate accounting period.

(4) Accounting as the language of business is also what Wittgenstein called a “language-

game. The rules of this game are characterized not by Langue’s rule of first, but by Parole’s
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rule of second. Therefore, in a business society where time and place are the same, it is not
surprising that cash basis accounting results in a surplus (or deficit) and accrual basis
accounting results in a deficit (or surplus). This is because the rules of the game are
mutually different. It is up to what Foucault called “power” to decide which rule to follow.

(5) The asset and liability view prioritizes the “usefulness” of accounting information,
while the revenue and expense view prioritizes the “reliability” of accounting information. In
the Japanese accounting community, such views are common. Many of them criticize the
former view, forgetting that they themselves are prisoners of the double-entry bookkeeping
myth. They are eager to give superiority or inferiority ratings to both views. We, on the
other hand, are not interested in rating the superiority or inferiority of the two views from
the viewpoint of structural linguistics of accounting, but rather in clarifying the causes of the
divergence between the two views.

(6) Exchange rate fluctuations can also be viewed as a kind of language game. As
Wittgenstein said, the meaning of language as game can be changed in any way by applying
postulation rules. If this is true, how is the game won or lost? The FRB's arbitrary and
frequent changes in policy rates mean that the Japanese side is exposed to a multiple
standard, not a double standard. It is an unfair practice akin to the defeated in every match.

(7) In the business world, “surplus (or black figure)” or “deficit (or red figure)” is based
on rules (rules=accounting standards) that exist in advance (as causes) from a realist
perspective, and increases or decreases in capital are caused as a result of such performance.
This has been the conventional view in this field of study. In other words, business
performance as financial information is basically considered to be the result (picture) of the
real economy. However, from the standpoint of structural linguistics, business is clearly a
gambling game in which the language of accounting is the initial rule.

(8) No accounting standard is exhaustive in terms of realized value added. Moreover,
when accounting is viewed as a language-game, it can be seen as a game of “wager” in which
the stakes are high and the winner loses. In fact, in the language-game of legal accounting,
the outcome (game) of “surplus (or black figure)” or “deficit (or red figure)” has an element
of wagering (e.g., “bankruptcy” in case of a big loss). In any game, not just business games,

you must aim to win. Winning is more enjoyable than losing.

_28_



