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Resumo 

This article examines how representations of accountants in popular culture operate 
symbolically to shape public meaning, professional identity, and legitimacy of accounting. 
Although research on this topic has expanded over recent decades, the literature remains 
analytically fragmented across media, historical periods, and cultural contexts, limiting 
theoretical integration and cumulative explanation. Drawing on an interpretive synthesis of 39 
peer-reviewed academic studies published between 1958 and 2025, the article adopts an 
abductive qualitative approach to theorize recurring symbolic patterns documented across the 
field. Rather than treating prior research as isolated case studies, the analysis reinterprets the 
accumulated literature as evidence of broader symbolic dynamics that structure how 
accounting becomes publicly intelligible. The study identifies four interrelated symbolic 
logics that organize representations of accountants: repetition, rupture, cultural and historical 
contextuality, and contemporary reconstruction. These logics do not function as sequential 
stages or typological categories. Instead, they operate as overlapping regimes of meaning 
through which stereotypes, crisis narratives, culturally situated portrayals, and aspirational 
reconstructions coexist and interact. Together, they produce a layered and ambivalent 
symbolic environment in which accounting expertise is simultaneously stabilized, contested, 
and reimagined. Enduring archetypes normalize expectations of neutrality and technical 
authority, while moments of rupture expose moral tension and narrative volatility. Cultural 
contextuality anchors representations in national and institutional traditions, whereas 
contemporary reconstruction articulates emerging aspirations linked to digitalization, 
governance, and professional transformation. By theorizing symbolic coexistence rather than 
isolated stereotypes, the article advances an integrative framework that strengthens dialogue 
between accounting, culture, and professional identity research. The framework supports a 
structured agenda for future research by identifying tensions between stability and change, 
crisis and legitimacy, contextual anchoring and global circulation, and aspirational 
reconstruction. The findings reposition popular culture as a constitutive arena in which 
accounting legitimacy is continuously negotiated, offering a cohesive explanatory vocabulary 
for studies on professional representation. 
 
Palavras-chave: Accounting and Popular Culture, Professional Image, Legitimacy, Social 
Representations, Symbolic Analysis. 
 

1 Introduction 

Accounting is commonly portrayed as a technical and neutral practice, a view 
historically mobilized to support claims of professional legitimacy. However, research in 
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accounting and organization studies has long demonstrated that accounting also operates as a 
social, cultural, and symbolic practice, whose meanings extend beyond formal standards and 
are continuously constructed and contested in society (Hopwood, 1987; Miller & O’Leary, 
1987; Davison, 2015). 

Popular culture constitutes one of the most influential arenas in which these meanings 
are produced and circulated. Literature, cinema, television, humor, music, and other cultural 
forms repeatedly mobilize the figure of the accountant to articulate broader social concerns 
about rationality, morality, expertise, and trust in economic life. Through these narratives, 
accounting becomes intelligible to non-specialist audiences not merely as a technical activity, 
but as a social role imbued with moral significance. Early and influential studies documented 
how these representations crystallize into recognizable stereotypes, most notably the image of 
the accountant as a meticulous, emotionally restrained, and socially marginal “bean counter” 
(Stacey, 1958; Beard, 1994; Bougen, 1994). 

Research has also shown that representations of accountants are neither uniform nor 
static. In particular contexts, especially during periods of economic crisis, corporate scandal, 
or institutional disruption, accountants emerge as narratively central figures, portrayed as 
investigators, whistleblowers, or morally ambivalent actors whose expertise becomes pivotal 
to the resolution of conflict (Dimnik & Felton, 2006; Felton, Dimnik & Bay, 2008; Evans & 
Fraser, 2012). 

Recent studies have significantly advanced the field by deepening and diversifying the 
analysis of accountants’ representations in popular culture. Contemporary research documents 
the persistence of stereotypical images across time and media (Christensen & Rocher, 2020), 
the expansion of representational forms beyond cinema to include comics, cartoons, television 
series, and digital narratives (Rocher, Christensen & Roy, 2021; Jones & Stanton, 2021), and 
the implications of these representations for professional identity and legitimacy 
(Baldvinsdottir et al., 2009, 2010). Other recent contributions extend the analysis to non-
Anglo-Saxon contexts and contemporary audiovisual productions, highlighting the contextual, 
situated, and evolving nature of accounting imagery (Honorio et al., 2022; Almeida et al., 
2024). 

Despite these advances, what remains under-theorized is not the existence of 
stereotypes or their persistence across media, but the symbolic mechanisms through which 
contradictory representations coexist, interact, and remain culturally effective over time. 
Rather than extending the literature descriptively, this article advances an explanatory 
interpretation of these symbolic dynamics. Existing studies tend to focus on specific media, 
historical periods, or cultural settings in relative isolation, rarely engaging in cross-contextual 
or longitudinal theorization of how representational stability, disruption, contextual mediation, 
and reconstruction relate to one another as interconnected regimes of meaning (Jeacle, 2012; 
Christensen & Rocher, 2020).  

This article addresses this gap by developing a theoretically integrated interpretation 
of accountants’ representations in popular culture. It conceptualizes such representations not 
as isolated stereotypes or media-specific portrayals, but as overlapping symbolic logics that 
coexist and interact across time, media, and cultural contexts. Drawing on an interpretive 
synthesis of 39 peer-reviewed academic articles published between 1958 and 2025, the 
analysis conceptualizes accountants’ representations as four interrelated symbolic logics: 
repetition, rupture, cultural and historical contextuality, and contemporary reconstruction. 
These logics are theorized as middle-range analytical constructs grounded in empirical 
recurrence rather than linear narratives of representational change. 

The article makes three theoretical contributions. First, it explains the persistence of 
contradictory representations of accountants by theorizing their symbolic coexistence, rather 
than treating variation as analytical fragmentation or historical replacement. Second, it 
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extends research on professional identity and legitimacy by demonstrating that accounting’s 
authority is symbolically negotiated through popular culture alongside regulation and 
organizational practice. Third, it advances an integrative framework that responds directly to 
calls for greater theoretical integration in accounting and popular culture research, offering an 
explanatory alternative to media-specific or historically bounded analyses. 

2 Representations, professional identity, and legitimacy in accounting 

Accounting research has long demonstrated that the profession cannot be understood 
solely through technical standards, organizational roles, or regulatory frameworks. 
Accounting operates as a socially constructed practice whose meaning and authority are 
produced through discourse, symbolism, and institutionalized narratives (Hopwood, 1987; 
Miller & O’Leary, 1987; Davison, 2015). Within this perspective, representations function as 
central symbolic mechanisms through which professional identities and claims to legitimacy 
are stabilized, contested, and reconfigured. 

Building on this tradition, this section integrates literature on representations as 
cultural mediations, professional identity as a symbolic process, and legitimacy as a socially 
negotiated outcome. Together, these perspectives provide the conceptual grounding for 
interpreting representations of accountants in popular culture as symbolic logics that organize 
professional meaning. 

2.1 Representations as social and cultural mediations 

Representations play a central role in how societies make sense of complex practices, 
abstract expertise, and institutional authority. Within the theory of social representations, 
shared images, narratives, and metaphors function as mediating devices that render opaque 
domains intelligible by anchoring them in culturally familiar categories (Moscovici, 2000; 
Jodelet, 2017). Representations therefore do not mirror professional practice, but actively 
organize perception, evaluation, and expectation. 

In accounting research, this insight has shown how professional roles acquire meaning 
beyond their technical content through culturally circulating narratives (Hopwood, 1994; 
Davison, 2015). Popular culture constitutes a particularly powerful arena for this process, 
translating specialized knowledge into accessible narratives that reach audiences beyond 
professional and academic communities. 

Prior studies show that recurring images of accountants function as cognitive shortcuts 
that simplify a complex profession into recognizable symbolic forms (Stacey, 1958; Beard, 
1994; Bougen, 1994). These representations persist not because they accurately depict 
professional practice, but because they provide stable and culturally resonant frames through 
which accounting can be collectively imagined, normalizing expectations and reducing 
uncertainty around a profession whose work is often abstract and invisible. In the Brazilian 
accounting literature, professional image has likewise been approached as a symbolic 
construct shaped by socially shared expectations, competencies, and values attributed to 
accountants (Reis et al., 2015). At the same time, representations remain selective and 
contested, privileging certain moral interpretations while silencing others. 

2.2 Professional identity as a symbolic and performative process 

Professional identity in accounting is increasingly understood as a dynamic and 
relational process rather than a fixed set of attributes attached to occupational roles (Brouard 
et al., 2017; Caglio & Cameron, 2017). Identity is continuously shaped through interaction, 
discourse, and symbolic positioning, both within organizations and in broader social contexts. 
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Accounting research shows that identity construction involves navigating enduring 
tensions between technical expertise and moral responsibility, neutrality and judgment, and 
invisibility and influence (Baldvinsdottir et al., 2009; Jacobs & Evans, 2012). Representations 
circulating in popular culture contribute to this process by offering symbolic templates that 
professionals and students may appropriate, resist, or reinterpret in their identity work. 

Popular representations shape how accountants are publicly evaluated and delimit 
which identities appear legitimate or desirable (Jeacle, 2008; Wells, 2017). Alternative 
portrayals that depict accountants as investigators, strategists, or moral agents may expand the 
symbolic repertoire available for identity construction, even if such portrayals remain episodic 
or ambivalent. From a performative perspective, representations function as scripts that shape 
the conditions under which particular identities appear plausible and credible. 

2.3 Legitimacy, symbolism, and the moral evaluation of accounting 

Legitimacy refers to the generalized perception that a profession’s activities are 
appropriate and aligned with prevailing social values (Suchman, 1995). In accounting, 
legitimacy has traditionally been grounded in technical competence and claims of objectivity, 
but research shows that it is also constructed symbolically through cultural narratives that link 
expertise to moral responsibility and trustworthiness (Carnegie & Napier, 2010; Richardson et 
al., 2015). 

Popular culture plays a crucial role in this symbolic construction. Cultural narratives 
dramatize moments when accounting expertise is called into question, such as financial crises, 
corporate scandals, or governance failures. In these contexts, representations of accountants 
become sites of moral evaluation, where claims to neutrality and objectivity are scrutinized, 
challenged, or reasserted (Dimnik & Felton, 2006; Evans & Fraser, 2012). 

Legitimacy thus emerges as an outcome of ongoing symbolic negotiation rather than 
as a stable property of the profession. Representations may reinforce legitimacy by portraying 
accountants as guardians of order and transparency, or undermine it by associating accounting 
with manipulation and moral failure. This ambivalence reflects broader cultural anxieties 
about expertise, accountability, and economic control, positioning popular culture as a site in 
which accounting legitimacy is symbolically managed and contested (Jeacle, 2017). 

2.4 Toward a symbolic interpretation of accountants’ representations 

Taken together, representations of accountants in popular culture operate as symbolic 
mechanisms that mediate between professional identity and social legitimacy. They anchor 
abstract expertise in culturally intelligible images, provide scripts for identity performance, 
and function as arenas for moral evaluation. This perspective shifts the focus from isolated 
stereotypes toward the relational dynamics through which professional meaning is structured. 

This framing underpins the analytical move developed in the subsequent section. By 
interpreting recurring patterns in the literature as symbolic logics rather than empirical 
categories, the article explains how representations stabilize expectations, enable critique, 
reflect cultural specificity, and support processes of identity reconstruction. The next section 
builds on this foundation to examine how these symbolic processes are organized through 
distinct but overlapping logics that shape the public meaning of accounting over time. 

3 Methodological positioning and analytical approach 

The empirical corpus analyzed in this study consisted of 39 peer-reviewed academic 
articles that have been mobilized as interpretive material to theorize representations of 
accountants in popular culture. These studies were identified through an interpretive synthesis 
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designed to capture the breadth of scholarly work addressing how accountants are portrayed 
across cultural media, historical periods, and institutional contexts. 

The identification of relevant studies followed a multi-stage interpretive procedure 
aimed at building an interpretive corpus rather than exhaustively reviewing the literature. 
First, targeted searches were conducted in major academic databases commonly used in 
accounting and organization studies, including Web of Science, Scopus, and complementary 
regional databases where applicable. Search strings combined terms related to the profession 
(e.g., “accountant”, “accounting profession”) with terms associated with cultural 
representation (e.g., “popular culture”, “film”, “cinema”, “literature”, “cartoons”, “comics”, 
“humor”, “media representation”, “stereotype”). Only peer-reviewed journal articles explicitly 
engaging with representations of accountants in cultural artefacts were considered for 
inclusion. 

Second, reference lists of seminal and frequently cited studies were manually reviewed 
using a snowballing technique to identify additional relevant publications that may not have 
been captured through database searches alone. This procedure was particularly important 
given the interdisciplinary nature of the topic and the historical depth of the literature, which 
spans more than six decades. 

The temporal scope of the analysis extended from 1958 to 2025. The starting point 
reflected the publication of Stacey’s (1958) pioneering study, widely recognized as the earliest 
academic analysis of accountants’ representations in literature. The end point reflected the 
most recent peer-reviewed contributions available at the time of analysis, ensuring both 
historical coverage and contemporary relevance. 

Inclusion criteria required that studies (a) focused explicitly on accountants or 
accounting professionals as represented in popular or cultural media, (b) adopted an 
interpretive, historical, or critical analytical approach, and (c) were published in peer-
reviewed academic journals. Studies that merely referenced popular culture without 
substantive analytical engagement, as well as non-academic publications, were excluded. The 
final corpus of 39 studies reflected this rigorous selection process. Accordingly, the aim was 
not exhaustive coverage, but theoretical saturation at the level of symbolic explanation. 

This study adopted an interpretive qualitative research design oriented toward theory 
building rather than empirical enumeration. Its methodological positioning was grounded in 
the qualitative tradition that conceives research as an interpretive, reflexive, and contextually 
situated practice aimed at understanding how meanings are produced, stabilized, and 
contested in social life (Brinkmann, Jacobsen, & Kristiansen, 2014; Denzin & Lincoln, 2018; 
Leavy, 2014). Within this perspective, popular culture was approached not as a repository of 
discrete representations to be catalogued, but as a symbolic arena in which professional 
identities and forms of legitimacy are continuously constructed and renegotiated. 

The selected studies were mobilized as interpretive texts rather than as objects of 
aggregation or comparison. The methodological objective was therefore not to replicate prior 
reviews or to map the field descriptively, but to re-examine the accumulated literature in order 
to theorize how representations of accounting operate symbolically across media, historical 
periods, and cultural contexts. 

This positioning aligned with qualitative approaches that emphasize explanation over 
description and theory development over classificatory synthesis (Lochmiller, 2021; 
Tomaszewski, Zarestky, & Gonzalez, 2020). The analysis proceeded through an abductive 
logic, moving iteratively between empirical regularities identified in the literature and 
theoretical concepts drawn from social representation theory and debates on professional 
identity and legitimacy in accounting. Accordingly, the analytical claims advanced here are 
interpretive constructions grounded in theoretical saturation rather than empirical 
generalization. 
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3.1 Interpretive orientation and epistemological assumptions 

Epistemologically, the study was informed by an interpretivist stance that understood 
social reality as meaning-laden, historically embedded, and mediated by symbolic forms 
(Brinkmann et al., 2014). From this perspective, representations of accountants in popular 
culture were not treated as mirrors of professional practice, nor as distortions to be corrected, 
but as socially meaningful constructions that both reflect and shape collective understandings 
of accounting, expertise, and moral authority. 

Qualitative researchers working within this tradition emphasize that interpretation is 
not a secondary step following data collection, but the core epistemic activity through which 
analytical insight is produced (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018; Leavy, 2014). Accordingly, this study 
did not assume neutrality or distance from its material. Instead, it explicitly recognized 
interpretation as a theoretically informed and reflexive process, in which the researcher 
engaged critically with existing texts to identify patterns of meaning, tension, and continuity. 

This orientation resonated with qualitative work in accounting that foregrounds 
sensemaking, narrative construction, and symbolic mediation rather than causal explanation 
or variable testing (Lemaire & Paquin, 2019). It also aligned with approaches that 
conceptualize professional identities as historically contingent and discursively produced, 
rather than as stable attributes derived solely from institutional structures. Accordingly, the 
analytical claims advanced here were not presented as definitive representations of the 
profession, but as theoretically grounded interpretations of how accounting is symbolically 
constructed within the academic literature on popular culture. 

Analytical saturation was reached when additional studies no longer contributed to 
new symbolic patterns but reiterated previously identified interpretive configurations. The 
identification of four symbolic logics reflects this point of theoretical saturation rather than a 
classificatory ambition. Accordingly, the analytical objective was not exhaustive coverage of 
representations, but explanatory coherence at the level of symbolic dynamics documented 
across the literature. 

3.2 Analytical strategy and theory construction 

Analytically, the study employed a thematic and abductive strategy aimed at theory 
construction rather than thematic enumeration. The analytical process involved iterative 
reading of the selected studies with attention to how accountants were framed, evaluated, and 
positioned within cultural narratives. Particular focus was placed on identifying recurring 
narrative functions, moral attributions, and representational tensions that appeared across 
different media, periods, and cultural settings. 

Following established guidance on qualitative thematic analysis, themes were not 
treated as surface-level topics or coding categories, but as analytically meaningful patterns 
that pointed to underlying symbolic processes (Kalpokaite & Radivojevic, 2019; Lochmiller, 
2021). Through constant comparison across studies, these patterns were progressively 
interpreted as expressions of broader symbolic logics that structure the public imagination of 
accounting. 

The four symbolic logics developed in the analysis emerged through abductive 
reasoning, understood as a mode of inference that seeks the most plausible theoretical 
explanation for observed regularities (Tomaszewski et al., 2020). They were not mechanically 
derived from coding schemes, nor were they imposed a priori. Instead, they were refined 
through dialogue between the empirical literature and theoretical discussions on social 
representations, cultural regulation, and professional legitimacy. 

Importantly, these logics were not conceptualized as mutually exclusive categories or 
as stages in a linear historical sequence. Accordingly, these symbolic logics are advanced as 
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middle-range analytical constructs, intended to bridge detailed interpretive findings and 
broader theoretical debates on professional identity and legitimacy rather than to function as 
exhaustive typologies or grand theory. In line with qualitative scholarship that cautions 
against reifying analytical constructs (Mitchell & Clark, 2018), they were treated as 
interpretive devices that help explain how continuity, disruption, contextual mediation, and 
reconstruction coexist within the symbolic economy of popular culture. 

By foregrounding symbolic explanation over descriptive completeness, this 
methodological approach enabled a theoretically integrated interpretation that built on 
existing empirical work without replicating it. In doing so, the study contributed to a deeper 
understanding of how popular culture participates in the ongoing construction, contestation, 
and reconfiguration of accounting’s professional meaning. 

4 Symbolic logics structuring accountants’ representations in popular culture 

Building on the cumulative evidence provided by the literature, this section develops 
four symbolic logics through which representations of accountants in popular culture are 
structured across periods, media, and cultural contexts. These logics are theorized as middle-
range analytical constructs grounded in empirical recurrence rather than as discrete categories 
or stages of representational evolution. As synthesized in Figure 1, they operate as 
overlapping regimes of meaning whose interaction organizes how accounting expertise, 
professional identity, and legitimacy are culturally produced, contested, and negotiated 
(Moscovici, 2000; Jeacle, 2012). 

Figure 1. Symbolic logics structuring the professional image of accountants in popular 
culture. 
Source: Prepared by the authors (2026). 
Note. The figure illustrates four overlapping symbolic logics, repetition, rupture, cultural and 
historical contextuality, and contemporary reconstruction, that jointly shape the professional 
image of accountants as a negotiated and symbolically unstable outcome of popular culture 
representations. The arrows denote symbolic influence and interpretive mediation rather than 
linear, sequential, or causal relationships. 
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The analysis developed in this section draws on interpretive patterns documented in 
prior studies rather than on direct readings of cultural artefacts. Accordingly, the symbolic 
logics identified reflect how representations of accountants have been theorized and 
problematized within the academic literature. 

4.1 The logic of repetition: normalization and symbolic durability 

The logic of repetition constitutes the most enduring symbolic regime identified in the 
corpus. Across literary, cinematic, and humorous representations, accountants are repeatedly 
portrayed as methodical, bureaucratic, emotionally restrained, and socially discreet figures 
associated with rule-following, numerical precision, and institutional conformity (Stacey, 
1958; Beard, 1994; Bougen, 1994; Maltby, 1997; Christensen & Rocher, 2020). This pattern 
exhibits strong historical durability and extends beyond contemporary organizational cultures, 
drawing on long-standing cultural associations between accounting, rationality, and moral 
order (Parker, 1999; Walker, 1995; Rutterford & Maltby, 2006). 

Evidence from historical and literary studies demonstrates that long before the formal 
institutionalization of accounting as a modern profession, accounting-related figures were 
already mobilized as narrative devices through which order, discipline, and economic 
surveillance were symbolically articulated (Maltby, 1997; Boys, 1994). These early 
representations established a durable cultural association between practices of recording, 
calculation, and control and broader ideals of social stability. As a result, the longevity of the 
methodical accountant archetype reflects not merely professional self-representation, but a 
long-standing narrative tradition that anchors accounting within moralized imaginaries of 
order and predictability. 

Throughout the twentieth century, this representational pattern crystallized into the 
culturally recognizable archetype of the bean counter, widely disseminated across popular 
media and firmly embedded in everyday language (Stacey, 1958; Beard, 1994; Boys, 1994). 
Classical and contemporary studies consistently show that this figure is associated with 
cognitive rigidity, emotional restraint, and symbolic distance from domains of creativity and 
organizational power (Bougen, 1994; Buckmaster & Buckmaster, 1999; West, 2001). In 
literary, cinematic, and graphic narratives, accountants recurrently appear as silent, 
predictable, and normatively reliable characters whose presence legitimizes technical and 
institutional order, even when they occupy marginal or secondary narrative positions (Dimnik 
& Felton, 2006; Felton, Dimnik & Bay, 2008; Smith, 2017). 

The logic of repetition operates as an active normative mechanism. By reiterating the 
accountant as technically precise and morally contained, popular culture stabilizes 
expectations of neutrality, predictability, and trustworthiness. This normativity is reinforced 
through both moralizing representations, which link technical competence to ethical rectitude, 
and comic representations, which dehumanize the accountant by reducing the profession to a 
monotonous, emotionally restricted, and socially displaced archetype (Bougen, 1994; Boys, 
1994; Miley & Read, 2012, 2014). 

Within this logic, humor plays a central regulatory role. Far from functioning as mere 
entertainment, humorous portrayals operate as symbolic devices that naturalize emotional 
restraint, institutional conformity, and limited agency, rendering the accountant’s narrative 
marginalization culturally acceptable (Warnock, 2008; Jones & Stanton, 2021). By laughing at 
the accountant, popular culture reaffirms symbolic boundaries between creativity and 
technicism, protagonism and bureaucracy, humanity and functionality. This regulatory 
function of humor is not confined to any single medium or historical period, but recurs 
transversally across the corpus, contributing to the stabilization of the accountant’s symbolic 
position even in contexts where more critical or complex representations emerge (Bougen, 
1994; Miley & Read, 2012, 2014; Jones & Stanton, 2021). 
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The persistence of this pattern can be further illuminated through Moscovici’s (2000) 
concept of anchoring, according to which novel or complex phenomena are continuously 
interpreted through familiar and socially stabilized models. Anchoring is not used here to 
redescribe repetition, but to explain why repetitive representations remain culturally effective 
despite profound transformations in accounting practice and professional roles. In this sense, 
the accountant remains culturally anchored in traditional images of order, mechanical 
precision, and normative conformity. From this perspective, repetition does not reflect the 
empirical reality of the profession, but functions as a cultural device that renders accounting 
intelligible, familiar, and controllable in the public imagination as its practical configurations 
become increasingly complex and opaque. 

While the logic of repetition stabilizes social expectations by normalizing the 
accountant as a predictable and technically reliable figure, the corpus also indicates that such 
symbolic stability becomes particularly fragile in contexts of crisis, scandal, and institutional 
disruption. It is precisely under these conditions that the logic of rupture emerges, 
reconfiguring the accountant as a morally complex agent and displacing the profession from 
functional invisibility toward narrative centrality. 

4.2 The logic of rupture: crisis, moral centrality, and narrative reconfiguration 

In contrast to the stabilizing effects of repetition, the logic of rupture emerges in 
contexts of economic crisis, corporate scandal, and institutional failure, where established 
representations are destabilized and accounting expertise becomes narratively and morally 
central. This logic is characterized by a progressive reconfiguration of the accountant from an 
invisible, bureaucratic, and emotionally restrained figure into an actor endowed with narrative 
agency, moral protagonism, and expanded interpretive capacity. Rather than operating through 
continuity, rupture functions through displacement, repositioning the accountant at the center 
of narratives structured around conflict, ethical choice, and social responsibility (Dimnik & 
Felton, 2006; Felton, Dimnik & Bay, 2008). 

Empirical evidence indicates that rupture intensifies during moments of institutional 
crisis, when cultural narratives invert the traditional association between accounting and 
moral neutrality. In these contexts, accountants are portrayed as morally consequential actors 
whose expertise enables the interpretation and exposure of organizational contradictions 
(McKinstry, 2007; Warnock, 2008; Evans, 2009; Evans & Fraser, 2012). Accounting expertise 
thus shifts from a symbol of routine bureaucratic compliance to a source of narrative authority 
in environments marked by uncertainty, risk, and moral ambiguity. 

Beyond audiovisual media, contemporary and experimental literature plays a crucial 
role in consolidating this logic of rupture. Studies such as McKinstry (2007) and Michaelson 
(2015) demonstrate how accounting is mobilized as a language of power, discipline, and 
resistance, frequently linking accountants to existential crises, ontological doubt, and the 
erosion of meaning in late capitalism. These narratives extend rupture beyond the domain of 
corporate scandal, situating accounting within broader reflections on subjectivity, alienation, 
and the limits of rational control. 

At the same time, the corpus reveals that narrative reconfiguration under rupture is 
deeply ambivalent. The same technical expertise that enables the accountant to function as a 
heroic investigator may also position the character as a sophisticated antagonist, a complicit 
operator of corruption, or a morally compromised technician serving opaque interests. This 
duality is widely documented in contemporary representations and indicates that rupture does 
not replace the traditional stereotype with a univocally positive image. Instead, it generates a 
symbolic field of tension in which heroism and villainy coexist as equally plausible narrative 
outcomes (Evans, 2009; Christensen & Rocher, 2020; Rocher, Christensen & Roy, 2021). The 
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accountant thus emerges as a liminal figure, simultaneously valued and feared, whose 
competence may serve both transparency and concealment. 

More recent representations deepen this complexity by humanizing the accountant and 
foregrounding unresolved moral trajectories, identity conflicts, and existential dilemmas. In 
these portrayals, the professional appears as a hybrid character, combining rigorous technical 
rationality with creative capacity, contextual judgment, and active social agency (Jones & 
Stanton, 2021). Honorio et al. (2022), for example, show how the film The Accountant 
constructs a protagonist whose exceptional skills and moral discernment decisively break with 
the logic of narrative invisibility, while simultaneously reinforcing ambivalence through 
violence, secrecy, and isolation. 

The logic of rupture can therefore be understood as a cultural response to recurrent 
crises of legitimacy affecting the accounting profession. In periods of institutional distrust, 
popular culture projects onto accountants both the hope of restoring order and the fear of 
moral failure. This ambivalence does not constitute a contradiction but rather expresses the 
structurally tensioned position of accounting in late modernity, situated at the intersection of 
specialized knowledge, organizational power, and escalating ethical expectations. By doing 
so, rupture expands the representational repertoire of the profession and reinscribes 
accountants as central actors in contemporary symbolic disputes over truth, responsibility, and 
economic control. 

While rupture foregrounds critical moments in which accountants emerge as morally 
complex agents, the corpus also indicates that such reconfigurations are not homogeneous or 
universal. On the contrary, the forms that rupture takes are deeply conditioned by the cultural 
and institutional contexts in which narratives are produced. This observation leads directly to 
the third logic identified, which highlights how national traditions, institutional arrangements, 
and historical legacies mediate and shape representations of accountants in popular culture. 
Crucially, these reconfigurations do not signal a progressive moral upgrading of the 
profession, but rather expose the instability and reversibility of accounting’s symbolic 
positioning under conditions of institutional strain. 

4.3 The logic of cultural and historical contextuality: anchoring in national and 
institutional traditions 

The logic of cultural and historical contextuality highlights that representations of 
accountants are neither universal nor timeless. Rather than circulating as homogeneous global 
images, they are symbolically anchored in historically sedimented moral values, institutional 
arrangements, and interpretive traditions that shape how accounting is publicly imagined and 
evaluated. Consistent with the theory of social representations, particularly the concept of 
anchoring, the literature shows that accountants are continuously interpreted through 
culturally familiar categories of authority, morality, and economic order, which vary across 
national and institutional contexts (Moscovici, 2000; Jodelet, 2017). Representations thus 
function as situated symbolic translations, through which accounting is made intelligible in 
relation to specific cultural grammars rather than reflecting uniform professional practices. 

Historical research provides early evidence of this contextual embeddedness. Studies 
of pre-modern and early modern European literature show that figures associated with 
accounting were portrayed through enduring symbolic ambivalence, oscillating between civic 
respectability, moral suspicion, and associations with social exploitation and usury (Parker, 
1999; Buckmaster & Buckmaster, 1999; Leão et al., 2019; Carungu & Molinari, 2022). These 
representations demonstrate that moral tensions surrounding calculation, control, and 
accountability long predate industrial capitalism. From this perspective, contemporary 
ambivalence toward accountants does not represent a novel crisis but the reactivation of 
historically sedimented symbolic conflicts embedded in Western cultural traditions. 
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Comparative scholarship further demonstrates how such ambivalence is differentially 
articulated across institutional environments. In Anglo-Saxon contexts, representations are 
frequently anchored in Protestant ethics and disciplined rationality, emphasizing 
individualized moral responsibility, vocational commitment, and personal rectitude as sources 
of professional legitimacy (Walker, 1995; Baldvinsdottir et al., 2009, 2010; Smith & Jacobs, 
2011; Jacobs & Evans, 2012). In contrast, continental European traditions tend to frame 
accounting legitimacy through state bureaucracy, professional corporatism, and formal 
regulatory authority, privileging institutional embeddedness over personal moral autonomy 
(Evans, 2009; Evans & Fraser, 2012). During periods of crisis, these same institutional 
anchors generate ambivalent representations in which accounting appears simultaneously as a 
guarantor of administrative order and as a symbol of systemic failure, highlighting the 
fragility of institutional legitimacy under conditions of eroded trust. 

Studies conducted in Asian contexts further illustrate the cultural specificity of 
accounting imaginaries. Research grounded in classical Chinese literature identifies symbolic 
grammars structured around collectivist values, family hierarchies, and expectations of social 
harmony, portraying accountants less as autonomous moral agents and more as mediators of 
group stability and relational order (Chan, Lew & Tong, 2001). These representations contrast 
with the individualizing logic prevalent in Anglo-Saxon contexts and underscore how 
accounting imagery reflects broader cultural conceptions of accountability and moral 
responsibility. 

Importantly, research produced in Latin American academic contexts does not 
generally examine culturally local artefacts, but rather offers situated reinterpretations of 
globally circulated representations, particularly Hollywood films and Anglo-American 
television series. Studies such as Tavares and Dantas (2017), Honorio et al. (2022), and 
Cavalheiro, Kremer, and Gimenes (2025) analyze global cultural products through analytical 
lenses shaped by institutional hybridity, professional boundary tensions, and concerns with 
legitimacy under conditions of inequality and volatility. In these contributions, contextuality 
arises not from the cultural origin of the artefact itself, but from the interpretive frameworks 
through which global representations are symbolically re-anchored and critically re-read. 

Taken together, the logic of cultural and historical contextuality demonstrates that 
variation in representations of accountants reflects differentiated responses to legitimacy 
concerns across institutional and analytical environments. Rather than operating as universal 
symbolic mechanisms, both repetition and rupture are always mediated by historically 
sedimented cultural grammars that shape how accounting is moralized, problematized, or 
normalized in public discourse. Accounting stereotypes should therefore be understood as 
products of distinct cultural ecologies, in which political history, institutional arrangements, 
and interpretive traditions interact to produce situated, dynamic, and frequently ambivalent 
representations of the profession. 

At the same time, the corpus indicates that these cultural anchors are not static. Under 
conditions increasingly shaped by financialization, digitalization, and intensified governance 
demands, symbolic reconfigurations emerge that seek to reposition accounting identity in 
more strategic and forward-looking ways. It is this movement that underpins the fourth logic 
examined in the next section, contemporary reconstruction. 

4.4 The logic of contemporary reconstruction: the post-bureaucratic, strategic, and 
sociotechnical accountant 

The logic of contemporary reconstruction reflects emerging symbolic efforts to 
reimagine accounting identity in response to digitalization, financialization, intensified 
governance demands, and evolving professional discourses. Unlike the logic of repetition, 
episodic rupture, or cultural anchoring, this logic signals a more systematic attempt to 
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reposition the accountant as a strategic, relational, and sociotechnically mediated actor within 
contemporary organizational narratives. 

Recent studies document a shift in popular representations toward portraying 
accountants as central organizational actors involved in the interpretation of complex 
information, mediation among multiple stakeholders, and the construction of strategic 
narratives around performance, risk, and institutional responsibility. Research by Czarniawska 
(2008, 2012), Carungu and Molinari (2022), and Almeida et al. (2024) shows that the 
accountant increasingly appears as a relational professional whose competence extends 
beyond technical mastery to encompass contextual judgment, communicative capacity, and 
action in environments marked by ambiguity, conflict, and competing interests. These 
portrayals displace accounting from the register of bureaucratic neutrality toward an active 
sociotechnical position in which numbers, technologies, and decisions are continuously 
interpreted and negotiated. 

This symbolic reconstruction is also articulated through the spatial and visual 
organization of accounting work. Parker (2025) demonstrates that filmed portrayals of offices 
foreground accounting and management control activities as performative practices enacted 
within material and spatial arrangements that condition visibility, authority, and audience 
interpretation. By bringing accounting offices to the front stage, these representations 
highlight how records, technologies, and bodies collectively perform control, accountability, 
and organizational order. Accounting identity is thus symbolized not only through individual 
characters but also through sociotechnical environments that stage contemporary claims to 
legitimacy. 

Pressures to reposition accountants in the public imagination have intensified in the 
wake of corporate scandals, financial crises, and regulatory failures that exposed the 
limitations of the traditional image of technical neutrality (Evans & Fraser, 2012). In this 
context, contemporary narratives increasingly depict accountants as participants in corporate 
governance, responsible not only for measurement but for shaping shared meanings around 
integrity, sustainability, and organizational accountability. Evidence of this shift is visible in 
recent studies such as Cavalheiro, Kremer, and Gimenes (2025), which identify CFOs as 
narratively central figures in contemporary television series. 

At the same time, contemporary reconstruction does not eliminate historically 
entrenched stereotypes. Traits such as rigidity, boredom, and social isolation remain available 
as narrative possibilities, but now coexist with images of protagonism, influence, and 
interpretive authority. As Baldvinsdottir et al. (2009, 2010) and Carnegie and Napier (2010) 
suggest, this tension mirrors transformations in professional identities within organizations, 
where expanded roles and visibility coexist with persistent expectations of technical control 
and neutrality. 

Importantly, these reconstructed portrayals should be understood as symbolic 
resources rather than empirical confirmations or normative endorsements of professional 
transformation. They articulate contemporary aspirations, anxieties, and legitimacy claims 
while remaining structurally intertwined with enduring and crisis-driven representations. The 
logic of contemporary reconstruction therefore consolidates itself as an aspirational and 
unstable symbolic regime that coexists with repetition, rupture, and contextual anchoring 
within the broader representational economy of accounting. 

5 Discussion 

This study responds to recent calls within accounting research for more theoretically 
integrated analyses of popular culture and professional meaning (Jeacle, 2012; Christensen & 
Rocher, 2020). As illustrated in Figure 1, the four symbolic logics do not operate as sequential 
stages, but as overlapping regimes of meaning whose interaction produces a layered and 
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ambivalent symbolic environment. Together, these findings extend existing accounts of 
professional representation by demonstrating how stability, disruption, contextual mediation, 
and reconstruction coexist in shaping accounting’s public legitimacy. While prior studies have 
generated rich insights into particular media, periods, and cultural settings, such as cinema 
(Dimnik & Felton, 2006; Almeida et al., 2024), humor and cartoons (Bougen, 1994; Miley & 
Read, 2012; Jones & Stanton, 2021), comics (Rocher, Christensen & Roy, 2021), and 
professional media (Baldvinsdottir et al., 2010), they have rarely examined how these 
representations coexist, interact, and acquire meaning collectively across time and contexts. 
What this framework changes is not what prior studies have observed in popular culture, but 
how these observations are explained. By theorizing symbolic coexistence rather than 
representational succession, the article clarifies why stereotypes persist, why crises generate 
temporary reconfigurations, and why reconstruction remains unstable. 

By theorizing repetition, rupture, cultural and historical contextuality, and 
contemporary reconstruction as overlapping symbolic logics, this study advances a relational 
and theoretically integrative interpretation of accountants’ representations that directly 
engages with, and extends, prior calls for theoretical integration in accounting and popular 
culture research (Jeacle, 2012; Christensen & Rocher, 2020). Consistent with Jeacle’s (2012) 
argument that popular culture constitutes a dispersed yet coherent field of meaning, the 
findings demonstrate that representational stability is not simply the result of cultural inertia. 
Rather, enduring archetypes persist because they are symbolically efficient and repeatedly 
reactivated across different narrative contexts and media forms (Christensen & Rocher, 2020), 
functioning as cognitive and moral reference points through which accounting becomes 
publicly intelligible. 

At the same time, the analysis highlights certain limitations within the existing 
literature. The persistent centrality of the “bean counter” archetype, the predominance of 
textual and interpretive methods, and the limited engagement with audience reception and 
digital circulation suggest that the symbolic economy of accounting representations has been 
explored unevenly. These limitations do not undermine prior contributions, but they help 
explain why representational change appears recurrent yet rarely cumulative, and why 
symbolic volatility coexists with long-standing stereotypes. 

The discussion also refines prior interpretations of crisis-driven representations. 
Existing research has shown that moments of economic scandal and institutional failure 
reposition accountants as ethically consequential actors, foregrounding expertise, judgment, 
and responsibility (Dimnik & Felton, 2006; Evans & Fraser, 2012; Michaelson, 2015). This 
study extends those insights by demonstrating that rupture does not replace established 
representations but temporarily destabilizes them, producing symbolic volatility rather than 
lasting transformation. This finding aligns with Baldvinsdottir et al.’s (2009, 2010) 
observation that professional identity shifts are often partial, contested, and reversible, both 
within organizations and in cultural imaginaries. 

From an identity perspective, the findings reinforce the view that popular culture plays 
a regulatory role in delimiting the range of identities publicly recognizable as “accounting.” 
Through repetitive and humorous portrayals, cultural narratives normalize expectations of 
technical competence, emotional restraint, and institutional reliability, while marginalizing 
alternative expressions of agency and creativity (Stacey, 1958; Beard, 1994; Bougen, 1994; 
Friedman & Lyne, 2001). Although rupture narratives temporarily expand this symbolic space 
by foregrounding moral judgment and agency, the persistence of established archetypes 
suggests that identity reconstruction remains constrained by deeply embedded cultural 
templates. This symbolic constraint also helps explain why accounting legitimacy remains 
fragile, as cultural narratives oscillate between trust and suspicion even when technical 
authority is formally secured. 
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The discussion further contributes to debates on professional legitimacy by showing 
that accounting’s authority cannot be understood solely through institutional or regulatory 
arrangements. Prior studies emphasize that legitimacy is historically contingent and 
symbolically fragile (Carnegie & Napier, 2010; Evans, 2009). Popular culture renders this 
fragility visible by dramatizing moments in which accounting expertise is implicated in 
scandal, ambiguity, or moral failure. Importantly, legitimacy is not uniformly withdrawn in 
such narratives. Instead, representations oscillate between rehabilitating accountants as ethical 
investigators and portraying them as sophisticated accomplices, reflecting broader societal 
ambivalence toward expertise, control, and transparency (Christensen & Rocher, 2020; 
Rocher et al., 2021). 

The logic of cultural and historical contextuality cautions against universalized 
readings of accounting stereotypes. Historical analyses demonstrate that ambivalence toward 
accounting predates modern capitalism (Walker, 1995; Parker, 1999; Carungu & Molinari, 
2022), while comparative studies reveal how national traditions and institutional arrangements 
shape moral framings of the profession (Chan, Lew & Tong, 2001; Evans & Fraser, 2012; 
Tavares & Dantas, 2017). By integrating these perspectives, the study shows that both 
repetition and rupture are always culturally mediated, reinforcing calls for greater contextual 
sensitivity in research on accounting and popular culture (Jeacle, 2012). 

Finally, the discussion situates contemporary reconstructions of accounting identity 
within broader debates on expertise and governance. Recent studies document emerging 
portrayals of accountants as strategic, relational, and sociotechnical actors (Baldvinsdottir et 
al., 2009, 2010; Czarniawska, 2008, 2012; Almeida et al., 2024). The present analysis 
interprets these portrayals not as evidence of a dominant representational shift, but as 
aspirational symbolic resources that coexist with enduring and crisis-driven images. This 
coexistence supports the argument that stereotypes persist precisely because they remain 
symbolically functional, even amid professional transformation (Christensen & Rocher, 
2020). 

Taken together, the findings demonstrate that representations of accountants in popular 
culture function as interdependent symbolic logics through which professional identity and 
legitimacy are continuously negotiated. By integrating insights across media, periods, and 
cultural contexts, this discussion advances a more cohesive and temporally sensitive 
understanding of how accounting is made meaningful in the public imagination. 

6 Final remarks and directions for future research 

This article addressed a central limitation in research on accountants’ representations 
in popular culture. Although the field has expanded substantially, it has remained analytically 
fragmented across different media, historical periods, and cultural contexts. By moving 
beyond media-specific and historically bounded analyses, this study developed an integrative 
interpretation of how such representations operate symbolically to shape the public meaning, 
professional identity, and legitimacy of accounting. 

Drawing on an interpretive synthesis of 39 prior studies published between 1958 and 
2025, the analysis conceptualized accountants’ representations as four interrelated symbolic 
logics: repetition, rupture, cultural and historical contextuality, and contemporary 
reconstruction. These logics do not represent linear stages of symbolic evolution. Rather, they 
operate as overlapping regimes of meaning that coexist, interact, and are recurrently 
reactivated across time, media, and cultural settings (Jeacle, 2012; Christensen & Rocher, 
2020). The central contribution of this framework lies in demonstrating that professional 
representations are structured not by isolated stereotypes or sequential shifts, but by 
interacting symbolic mechanisms through which accounting identity and legitimacy are 
continuously negotiated. 
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Importantly, the framework advanced here does not claim exhaustiveness. Other 
symbolic logics may emerge in future media ecosystems, especially as digital platforms, 
algorithmic curation, and participatory cultures transform how professional images circulate 
and acquire meaning. Nevertheless, the four logics identified provide a coherent analytical 
vocabulary that reconnects fragmented strands of research and clarifies how popular culture 
functions as a constitutive arena of professional meaning. 

Rather than treating future research as a peripheral extension of prior studies, the 
integrative framework developed here allows the articulation of a structured research agenda 
grounded in the symbolic logics identified throughout the analysis. Each logic exposes a 
distinct theoretical tension linking representation, professional identity, and legitimacy, and 
therefore opens specific analytical pathways for future inquiry. In line with calls for greater 
theoretical integration in accounting and popular culture research (Jeacle, 2012; Christensen 
& Rocher, 2020), Table 1 synthesizes these pathways by connecting conceptual gaps, 
emerging research questions, methodological opportunities, and potential contributions to 
accounting scholarship. The purpose of this agenda is not to close the framework, but to 
position it as a generative platform capable of guiding cumulative and theoretically integrated 
research on accounting and popular culture. 
 
Table 1. Research agenda emerging from the symbolic logics framework 

Symbolic logic 
Theoretical tension 

exposed in this 
study 

Emerging research 
questions 

Promising 
methodological 

directions 

Potential contributions 
to accounting research 

Repetition 

Persistence of 
stereotypes despite 
transformation of 
accounting practice; 
symbolic durability 
versus professional 
change 

How do repetitive 
stereotypes circulate in 
algorithmically curated 
media environments? 
Does digital acceleration 
reinforce or fragment 
symbolic durability? How 
do audiences reinterpret 
enduring accountant 
archetypes? 

Digital media 
analysis, audience 
reception studies, 
multimodal 
discourse analysis, 
platform 
ethnography 

Advances understanding 
of symbolic durability, 
stereotype reproduction, 
and cultural stabilization 
of professional identity 

Rupture 

Crisis as a moment 
of symbolic 
volatility; temporary 
reconfiguration 
versus structural 
transformation of 
professional 
meaning 

Do crisis narratives 
produce lasting 
recalibration of accounting 
legitimacy or episodic 
symbolic disturbance? 
How do scandal cycles 
shape collective memory 
of the profession? 

Longitudinal media 
studies, cultural-
historical analysis, 
narrative analysis of 
crisis cycles 

Refines theory of 
professional legitimacy 
by linking crisis 
representation, moral 
evaluation, and symbolic 
volatility 

Cultural and 
historical 
contextuality 

Situated anchoring 
of representations; 
legitimacy mediated 
by national and 
institutional 
grammars 

How do global 
representations of 
accountant’s travel and 
become re-anchored in 
local contexts? How do 
institutional traditions 
shape symbolic evaluation 
of accounting? 

Comparative cross-
national research, 
institutional 
analysis, cultural 
sociology, 
postcolonial 
approaches 

Expands contextualized 
theory of professional 
image and challenges 
universalized readings of 
accounting stereotypes 

Contemporary 
reconstruction 

Aspirational 
redefinition of 
accounting identity; 
tension between 
reconstructed 
images and enduring 
archetypes 

Do emerging portrayals of 
accountants as strategic 
and sociotechnical actors 
influence professional 
self-understanding? How 
are such images 
incorporated into 

Professional identity 
studies, interviews 
with practitioners 
and students, 
educational 
research, 
organizational 

Bridges popular culture, 
professional 
socialization, and identity 
formation in 
contemporary accounting 
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Symbolic logic 
Theoretical tension 

exposed in this 
study 

Emerging research 
questions 

Promising 
methodological 

directions 

Potential contributions 
to accounting research 

education and 
socialization? 

ethnography 

Intersections 
across logics 

Coexistence of 
stability, disruption, 
contextual 
mediation, and 
reconstruction 

How do symbolic logics 
interact within the same 
cultural artefacts? Can 
hybrid representations 
produce new symbolic 
regimes? 

Integrated cultural 
analysis, multi-level 
interpretive 
frameworks, 
intermedia 
comparison 

Develops integrative 
theory of symbolic 
coexistence and advances 
accounting-and-culture 
scholarship beyond 
media fragmentation 

Source: Prepared by the authors (2026). 
 

Taken together, this agenda reframes future research not as an accumulation of isolated 
case studies, but as a theoretically coordinated program aimed at understanding how symbolic 
representations participate in the ongoing construction of accounting authority. This 
positioning resonates directly with arguments that popular culture should not be treated as a 
marginal curiosity, but as a legitimate analytical domain for accounting scholarship (Jeacle, 
2012). By positioning popular culture as a site where professional identity, legitimacy, and 
moral evaluation are continuously negotiated, the framework opens space for cumulative 
dialogue between cultural analysis, professional studies, and accounting theory. 

Importantly, the persistence of stereotypes alongside crisis-driven reconfigurations and 
aspirational reconstructions confirms that symbolic stability and volatility coexist rather than 
replace one another. This finding reinforces Christensen and Rocher’s (2020) observation that 
accountant images remain culturally durable even under conditions of professional 
transformation. The contribution of the present study lies in explaining this durability not as 
cultural inertia, but as the outcome of interacting symbolic logics that organize how 
accounting is made intelligible in the public imagination. 

In this sense, the article responds directly to calls for more theoretically integrated 
approaches to accounting and popular culture research (Jeacle, 2012; Christensen & Rocher, 
2020). By theorizing accountants’ representations as interconnected symbolic logics rather 
than isolated portrayals, it reframes popular culture as a constitutive arena in which the 
meaning, authority, and future trajectories of accounting are continuously produced and 
contested. 
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