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Abstract 

This paper examines how abortion was “accounted for” in Portugal during the 
politically and morally charged period surrounding the 1998 and 2007 national referendums. 
It argues that accounting played a central, though often unrecognized, role in shaping public 
legitimacy and institutional reform, and shows why numerical accounts alone may fail to 
persuade unless moral legitimacy is first established through symbolic and affective forms of 
representation. Drawing on Bourdieu’s theory of symbolic capital, feminist counter-
accounting scholarship, and work on affective representation, the paper analyses how 
different modes of accounting – numerical enumeration, political discourse, and artistic 
intervention – operated as instruments of moral governance and legitimacy. 

The study makes four contributions. First, it shows how accounting extends beyond 
numerical artefacts to include representational practices that make harms and responsibilities 
publicly legible in contested moral fields, particularly in the context of reproductive rights. 
Second, it elaborates the notion of affective counter-accounting to demonstrate how visual art 
can render visible the embodied costs of legal and moral exclusion. Third, it brings Paula 
Rego’s Abortion Series into accounting analysis, examining the artworks as feminist accounts 
that disrupted institutional silence and reshaped moral perception. Fourth, it applies 
Bourdieu’s framework to show how accounting practices, both numerical and affective, can 
contest and redistribute moral authority within politically regulated fields. 

By tracing the interplay between statistics, symbolic capital, and visual representation 
across the two referendums, the paper contributes to debates on epistemological pluralism in 
critical accounting. It demonstrates how accounting, understood as a technical, social, and 
moral practice, operates through representational forms that render harms and responsibilities 
publicly legible and politically actionable within conflicts over gender, legitimacy, and 
justice. 
 
Keywords: Accounting and Legitimacy, Affective Counter-Accounting, Symbolic Capital, 
Reproductive Rights. 
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1. Introduction: Accounting for Reproductive Rights 
What counts as accounting? And who gets to count, and be counted, when it comes to 

reproductive rights? These questions take on particular urgency in contexts where moral, 
legal, and symbolic struggles converge around the control of bodies, legitimacy, and life 
itself. This paper examines how abortion in Portugal was “accounted for” across the two 
national referendums held in 1998 and 2007. We argue that the struggle over abortion was 
also a struggle over accounting: over which forms of representation would be accepted as 
legitimate, which harms would be made visible, and how competing truths – moral, statistical, 
and emotional – came to carry authority in the public sphere. 

Although accounting is often associated with financial statements, performance 
indicators, and technocratic control, critical accounting scholars have long shown that 
accounting is deeply embedded in social, political, and moral life (Cooper, 1992; Neu, Cooper 
& Everett, 2001; Shearer, 2002). Yet much of this literature continues to assume that once 
harms are quantified and disclosed, they will become persuasive and actionable. What 
remains underexplored is why accounting sometimes fails to persuade, even when harm is 
well documented, and how moral legitimacy must be established before numerical accounts 
can function as accounting in practice. Building on contemporary debates on pluralism and 
the moral scope of accounting (Carnegie, Parker & Tsahuridu, 2021a, 2021b; Carnegie, 
2025), this study examines how accounting operates across numerical, discursive, and 
affective registers, including those mobilized through feminist art, public discourse, and 
public health statistics. This study does not seek to adjudicate the morality of abortion, but to 
analyze how accounting practices shape what forms of harm and responsibility become 
publicly legible within morally contested fields. 

The Portuguese case is particularly revealing. In 1998, abortion remained largely 
criminalized despite extensive evidence of harm: clandestine abortions were estimated at 
between 20,000 and 40,000 per year (Vilar, 2002), disproportionately affecting poorer 
women. Yet in the referendum that year, a narrow majority voted against decriminalization, a 
result widely interpreted as a moral victory for conservative and religious forces. In that first 
referendum, numerical evidence and rights-based arguments failed to shift the symbolic 
terrain. What was absent from official accounting – suffering, solitude, and risk – remained 
affectively and politically invisible. 

Between the two referendums, however, a symbolic transformation unfolded. Paula 
Rego’s Abortion Series (1998–1999), a sequence of emotionally charged pastel drawings, 
emerged as a powerful intervention in how abortion was publicly represented and debated. By 
2007, pro-choice actors had reframed the conversation: from autonomy to harm, from 
ideology to justice, from numbers alone to numbers rendered morally intelligible through 
affect and recognition. In the second referendum, a clear majority voted to legalize abortion. 
What had changed was not only the law, but the accounting of legitimacy itself. 

By revisiting foundational critical accounting insights through contemporary debates 
on pluralism, affect, and legitimacy, the paper responds to renewed questions about what 
accounting is and how it operates in ethically complex contexts. Its primary contribution is to 
show why accounting sometimes fails to persuade even when harm is well documented, and 
how moral legitimacy must be established before numerical accounts can function as 
accounting in practice. 

Building on this core insight, the paper makes three supporting contributions to critical 
accounting scholarship. First, it pluralizes the concept of accounting by showing how silence, 
affective representation, and numerical enumeration operate as interrelated practices of 
visibility, legitimacy, and moral persuasion within a contested social field. Second, it 
develops the concept of affective counter-accounting, grounded in feminist and emancipatory 
accounting literatures, to explain how non-numeric representations – particularly visual art – 
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can reorganize moral legibility and render harm publicly actionable. The analysis of Paula 
Rego’s Abortion Series illustrates this mechanism by showing how artistic practices exposed 
what conventional accounting systems excluded. Third, the paper applies Bourdieu’s theory 
of symbolic capital and field to explain how accounting practices, both numerical and 
affective, acquire, contest, and redistribute legitimacy over time.  

The analysis is situated within an interpretive and critical framework, drawing on 
empirical materials that include public health statistics, campaign discourses, referendum 
outcomes, and visual representations. By examining how abortion was “accounted for” in 
Portugal, the paper contributes to broader debates in critical accounting about who defines 
value, whose suffering is rendered visible, and who claims the authority to represent truth. 

The structure of the paper is as follows. Section 2 develops the theoretical framing, 
drawing on critical accounting, Bourdieu’s theory of symbolic capital, and feminist counter-
accounting. Section 3 outlines the methodological approach. Sections 4-6 present the 
empirical analysis: Section 4 explores the discursive and statistical silences surrounding the 
1998 referendum; Section 5 examines the emergence of affective counter-accounts, 
particularly through the work of Paula Rego; and Section 6 analyses how accounting practices 
during the 2007 referendum enabled a shift from moral condemnation to justice-based reform. 
Section 7 concludes by reflecting on what counts as accounting in contested moral economies, 
and on what it might mean to account for reproductive rights in plural, affective, and just 
ways. 

 
2. Theoretical Framing: Accounting, Visibility, and Moral Struggle 

Accounting, in its broadest sense, can be understood as a social practice of 
representation, a process through which particular realities are made visible, calculable, and 
legitimate, while others are obscured or rendered morally unintelligible. Rather than a neutral 
system for recording facts, accounting participates in the construction of those facts (Hines, 
1988; Hopwood, 1987). It functions as a technology of visibility and control that enables 
certain domains of life to become thinkable and governable (Miller & Rose, 1990; Miller & 
Power, 2013). In this way, accounting extends beyond financial statements or performance 
indicators to encompass a wider set of symbolic and discursive practices that organize 
meaning and authority (Bourdieu, 1991; Cooper, 1992). Viewed through this lens, accounting 
emerges as a moral and political technology, one that defines who may speak, what counts as 
truth, and whose experiences are recognized as measurable and legitimate (Shearer, 2002). 

In morally contested fields, accounting operates as a site of symbolic and moral 
struggle. Competing actors – states, corporations, religious institutions, social movements, 
and cultural producers – mobilize different forms of accounting to assert authority over what 
constitutes legitimacy. Accounting, therefore, should not be seen as a neutral or technocratic 
activity but as an arena of moral production (Lehman, 2006; Carnegie, 2025): a social process 
through which communities make sense of responsibility, harm, and justice. Within this 
perspective, accounting operates as an instrument through which moral order is continuously 
produced and negotiated. Scholars of governmentality have shown that accounting is 
inseparable from the politics of visibility; it is a practice that determines what can be known, 
who may speak, and how subjects are made accountable (Foucault, 1991; Miller & Power, 
2013). Seen in this way, accounting is not merely descriptive but constitutive: it shapes the 
moral architecture of society by transforming ethical values into systems of recognition, 
measurement, and control. 

The theoretical framework informing this study integrates three complementary 
literatures. First, critical accounting reconceptualizes accounting as a moral and political 
practice that constructs social reality and mediates ethical responsibility (Cooper, 1992; 
Shearer, 2002; Lehman, 2006; Carnegie, 2025). Second, Bourdieu’s theory of field and 
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symbolic capital provides a relational lens for understanding how legitimacy is produced and 
contested across networks of power (Bourdieu, 1991). Third, feminist and affect theory 
expands the epistemological scope of accounting by emphasizing emotion, embodiment, and 
aesthetic experience as integral to moral reasoning and ethical accountability (Gallhofer & 
Haslam, 2003; Dillard & Roslender, 2011; Ahmed, 2004). Together, these frameworks 
position accounting within broader struggles over visibility, legitimacy, and justice, 
highlighting its capacity both to reproduce and to challenge established moral hierarchies. 
 
2.1 Accounting as a Social and Moral Technology 

Critical accounting scholarship has long questioned the idea that accounting is neutral, 
objective, or purely technical. Instead, it understands accounting as a social and moral 
practice that constructs, legitimates, and contests the realities it seeks to represent (Miller & 
Power, 2013; Neu, Cooper & Everett, 2001; Shearer, 2002). From this point of view, 
accounting does not merely record what exists; it helps to bring realities into being. It shapes 
how value, responsibility, and legitimacy are understood, and in doing so, it influences how 
individuals and organizations see themselves and others. 

Accounting’s authority often derives from its claim to impartiality. Yet, as Porter 
(1995) shows, this very impartiality depends on concealing the moral and political judgments 
that underpin numerical representations. Quantification converts ethical questions into 
technical facts, allowing decisions about worth, fairness, or harm to be framed as neutral 
calculations. In this sense, accounting’s power lies not only in what it reveals but also in what 
it hides. 

Cooper (1992) and Shearer (2002) remind us that accounting’s silences, what remains 
unrecorded or unseen, are just as meaningful as its disclosures. To account is always to draw 
boundaries around what counts as visible, legitimate, and worthy of attention. These 
boundaries determine whose experiences are recognized and whose are excluded, shaping the 
moral texture of economic and organizational life. 

Recent scholarship has sought to make this moral dimension more explicit. Dillard and 
Roslender (2011) argue for an ethical reorientation of accounting that moves beyond 
technocratic rationality towards a recognition of its social responsibilities. Similarly, Carnegie 
and colleagues redefine accounting as “a technical, social and moral practice concerned with 
the sustainable utilization of resources and proper accountability to stakeholders to enable the 
flourishing of organizations, people and nature” (Carnegie et al., 2021a, p. 69; reiterated in 
Carnegie, 2025, p. 37). This expanded definition positions accounting as an ethical practice 
embedded in webs of human and ecological interdependence. It calls for a shift in focus: from 
performance and control toward care, responsibility, and relational accountability. 

In this sense, accounting can be understood as a moral language through which 
societies negotiate what counts as just, fair, or responsible (Lehman, 2006; Shearer, 2002). 
Whether expressed through numbers, narratives, or other forms of representation, accounting 
participates in the broader struggle over meaning and morality. It is not merely a reflection of 
social order but one of the means through which that order is continuously made and remade. 

 
2.2 Symbolic Capital, Moral Authority, and Field Struggles 

Building on this understanding of accounting as a moral practice, Bourdieu’s (1991) 
theory of field and symbolic capital provides a relational lens through which to understand 
how legitimacy is structured and contested. A field is a structured social space in which actors 
compete for authority, while symbolic capital denotes the power to define reality – the 
capacity for one’s claims to be recognized as legitimate, credible, and moral. Within any field, 
agents mobilize various forms of capital – economic, cultural, social, and symbolic – to shape 
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what is accepted as truth or value (Bourdieu, 1986; Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992; Everett, 
2002). 

In this sense, legitimacy can be understood as the institutionalized form of symbolic 
capital. It represents the point at which particular beliefs, measurements, or moral claims 
become taken for granted as “common sense.” Accounting, as a representational practice, 
participates directly in this process. It does not merely mirror prevailing hierarchies of worth 
but also helps to reproduce or disrupt them. Through numbers, narratives, and classifications, 
accounting articulates what counts as credible evidence and whose voices are heard (Power, 
1997; Malsch & Gendron, 2013). 

Symbolic capital thus provides a way of analyzing the moral authority of accounting. 
Actors who control dominant classifications – such as standards of evidence, transparency, or 
responsibility – possess the capacity to define what is considered ethical or legitimate within a 
given domain. Yet this authority is never stable. Competing actors – professionals, 
policymakers, activists, and artists – struggle to assert alternative forms of legitimacy 
grounded in different moral logics: care, justice, efficiency, sustainability, or faith. In these 
struggles, accounting can serve as either an instrument of domination (Malsch & Gendron, 
2013; Cooper & Puxty, 1996) or a vehicle for moral innovation (Dillard & Roslender, 2011). 

Bourdieu’s framework also highlights the affective dimension of symbolic capital. 
Legitimacy depends not only on rational argument but on emotional resonance: the ability to 
evoke trust, empathy, or reverence. Accounting practices, like other symbolic forms, draw 
power from affect: from the confidence that numbers inspire, the reassurance of order they 
convey, or the anxiety they provoke. Recognizing this affective dimension expands our 
understanding of accounting beyond technical rationality to include the emotional and moral 
energies that sustain its authority (Ahmed, 2004; Skeggs, 2004; Gallhofer & Haslam, 2003). 

Viewed in this way, accounting occupies a central position within what might be 
called the field of legitimacy. It mediates between competing moral vocabularies and 
translates them into forms that can be recognized, debated, or acted upon. Whether through 
financial statements, performance indicators, or social reports, accounting becomes a 
language through which moral boundaries are drawn and redrawn, shaping who may speak 
with authority and what kinds of truths can be heard (Jeacle & Carter, 2012; Power, 1997). 

 
2.3 Counter-Accounting, Aesthetics, and Affective Representation 

Critical accounting research has long emphasized that accounting is not a neutral 
mirror of social reality but a contested practice through which particular forms of value, harm, 
and responsibility are rendered visible, while others are marginalized or erased. Within this 
tradition, the concept of counter-accounting has been used to describe representational 
practices that challenge dominant accounting logics by exposing what conventional systems 
exclude or silence (Gallhofer & Haslam, 1997, 2003; Brown & Dillard, 2013). Counter-
accounts do not simply oppose existing measures; they intervene in struggles over legitimacy 
by redefining what counts as credible knowledge and whose experiences warrant recognition. 

Counter-accounting is not tied to a single technique or format. It encompasses a 
diverse range of practices, including narrative, visual, and performative forms of 
representation, that disrupt calculative abstraction and draw attention to the moral limits of 
dominant accounts (Cooper, 1992; Gallhofer & Haslam, 2003). What unites these practices is 
their critical orientation: they seek to unsettle established classifications and open accounting 
to alternative moral claims grounded in justice, care, or lived experience (Dillard & 
Roslender, 2011). 

Feminist accounting scholarship has been central to this critique. Feminist analyses 
have shown how conventional accounting privileges detachment, rationality, and abstraction 
while marginalizing emotion, embodiment, and relationality (Gallhofer & Haslam, 1997; 
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Shearer, 2002). These exclusions are not accidental. By distancing representation from affect 
and corporeality, accounting practices can obscure suffering and weaken ethical 
responsibility. Counter-accounting, by contrast, often reintroduces these dimensions, 
challenging the epistemic boundaries that separate calculation from moral judgment. 

Affect theory further sharpens this perspective by emphasizing that emotions are not 
merely subjective reactions but socially organized forces that shape moral perception, 
collective judgment, and political possibility (Ahmed, 2004; Skeggs, 2004). Accounting 
practices, despite claims to neutrality, operate within affective economies. Numbers can 
reassure, alarm, normalize, or unsettle, while silences can sustain indifference or denial. 
Recognizing affect as epistemically significant expands the analysis of accounting beyond 
cognition and calculation to include feeling as a mode of moral knowing (Lehman, 2006). 

Aesthetic forms of representation extend this challenge to dominant accounting 
practices. Visual and sensory modes of expression have been theorized as alternative ways of 
representing social realities that resist numerical abstraction and invite ethical engagement 
(Jeacle, 2009; Warren, 2002). Such representations do not replace rational argument; rather, 
they work differently. They provoke interpretation, discomfort, and reflection, making visible 
dimensions of experience that remain inaccessible to calculative forms alone. From a critical 
accounting perspective, aesthetics can therefore function as a mode of counter-accounting, 
unsettling established regimes of visibility and legitimacy. 

Importantly, affective and aesthetic forms of counter-accounting do not reject formal 
accounting outright. Instead, they challenge the hierarchy that privileges calculative 
knowledge over experiential and embodied forms of understanding. By foregrounding 
emotion, vulnerability, and relationality, these practices expose how claims to objectivity are 
sustained through exclusion and how moral authority is unevenly distributed within the field 
of legitimacy (Shearer, 2002; Lehman, 2006). 

This perspective is consistent with broader efforts in critical accounting to move 
beyond portrayals of accounting as a benign or purely technical practice (Carnegie & Napier, 
2023). It also resonates with Shearer’s (2002) ethical insistence that accounting be understood 
as a responsibility to the Other, rather than as an exercise oriented solely toward shareholders, 
stakeholders, or the state. 

From this perspective, artistic practices are not treated as external to accounting, nor as 
illustrative additions to numerical accounts. Rather, they are understood as alternative 
representational forms that participate in struggles over visibility, legitimacy, and moral 
authority. Where accounting operates as a social practice that makes certain realities count, 
aesthetic forms of representation can perform analogous work by rendering suffering visible, 
contesting dominant classifications, and reshaping the symbolic conditions under which 
claims to justice are recognized. 

 
2.4 Accounting for a Pluralistic Moral Economy 

Taken together, the perspectives developed above position accounting as a pluralistic 
practice operating across multiple moral registers and representational forms. Accounting is 
not confined to a single logic of valuation or a unified mode of representation. Rather, it 
functions within a pluralistic moral economy in which competing claims about value, 
responsibility, and legitimacy coexist and are continually negotiated. 

Within such a moral economy, different forms of accounting – numerical, narrative, 
visual, and affective – do not simply complement one another but may also come into tension. 
Each draws on distinct moral vocabularies and symbolic resources, and each carries different 
capacities to render harm visible, to legitimate claims, or to sustain authority. Accounting 
therefore operates not as a neutral mediator between interests, but as an active participant in 
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struggles over what counts as credible knowledge and whose experiences are recognized as 
morally significant. 

This understanding challenges technocratic conceptions of accounting that privilege 
calculative abstraction and treat plurality as a problem to be resolved. Instead, plurality is 
understood here as a constitutive feature of moral life. As Carnegie (2025) argues, accounting 
must be understood and studied as a multidimensional technical, social and moral practice, 
shaped by ethical, social and historical conditions that give accounting its meaning and 
authority. Accounting practices both reflect and shape this plurality by translating ethical 
concerns into forms that can be debated, contested, and acted upon. In doing so, accounting 
becomes a site where moral boundaries are drawn and redrawn, rather than a mechanism for 
imposing a single normative order. 

Conceptualizing accounting in this way foregrounds its ethical and political 
dimensions without reducing it to advocacy or prescription. It allows accounting to be 
analyzed as a practice through which visibility, legitimacy, and responsibility are produced 
under conditions of moral disagreement. This pluralistic framing provides the basis for 
examining how different representational forms interact within contested social fields, and 
how accounting participates in the ongoing negotiation of moral authority. This theoretical 
framing informs a methodological approach that treats accounting as an interpretive and 
representational practice, attentive to how different forms of visibility, legitimacy, and moral 
authority are produced and contested. In this paper, we treat as accounting those 
representational practices that seek to make harms and responsibilities publicly legible and 
actionable within a field of legitimacy. This definition is intentionally restrictive: not all 
representation, discourse, or art is treated as accounting, but only those practices that organize 
responsibility and shape whether harms become publicly actionable. 

 
3. Research Method: Accounting as Interpretive and Affective Inquiry 

This study adopts a critical-interpretive approach to examine how abortion was 
“accounted for” in Portugal during a politically and morally charged period marked by two 
national referendums (1998 and 2007). Rather than treating accounting as a purely technical 
exercise in measurement, we draw on a broader conception – advanced by critical accounting 
scholars and further developed by Carnegie et al. (2021a, 2025) – that understands accounting 
as a technical, social, and moral practice. From this perspective, we interpret statistical 
enumeration, public discourse, and artistic representation as overlapping and sometimes 
competing forms of accounting through which actors sought to define and govern 
reproductive rights. 

The empirical material draws on three interrelated bodies of sources, engaged with 
interpretively rather than treated as discrete datasets. First, official data and public statistics, 
including estimates of clandestine abortions before legalization, maternal morbidity and 
mortality, and regional disparities in access to services after legalization, were examined. 
These figures were drawn from government health records, policy reports, and published 
academic studies. Second, public discourses from the 1998 and 2007 referendum campaigns 
were analyzed, encompassing political speeches, campaign posters, parliamentary debates, 
legislative records, newspaper coverage, Church statements, and feminist organization 
materials. These materials were used to trace how different actors mobilized accounting logics 
– whether through numbers, moral appeals, or justice-based narratives – to shape public 
understanding and legitimacy. Third, visual and artistic representations were examined, with 
particular attention to Paula Rego’s Abortion Series (1998–1999). These artworks were 
analyzed not as illustrations of data but as affective counter-accounts, interpreted in relation to 
broader discursive and symbolic struggles over moral visibility and authority. 
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The analysis of Paula Rego’s Abortion Series focused on how visual elements such as 
bodily posture, facial expression, spatial confinement, and domestic settings articulated 
vulnerability and harm, and how these features interacted with contemporaneous discursive 
and statistical accounts to reshape moral legibility. 

The methodological approach is grounded in critical discourse analysis (Fairclough, 
1992), which treats language – and, by extension, imagery – as central to the construction of 
social reality within accounting and organizational practices. Analysis proceeded through 
close, interpretive reading of texts and images, attending to how different representational 
forms render certain harms visible, silence others, and attribute moral legitimacy. In doing so, 
we examined how abortion was variously framed as a public health issue, a moral 
transgression, a matter of rights, or a form of social suffering. 

This interpretive lens is further informed by Bourdieu’s theory of field and symbolic 
capital (Bourdieu, 1991), which enables analysis of how different actors compete to define 
what counts as legitimate knowledge or moral authority in the public sphere. Rather than 
treating discourse, numbers, or images in isolation, the analysis maps how statistical, 
rhetorical, and affective forms of accounting interact within a contested field, contributing to 
the accumulation, contestation, or redistribution of symbolic capital. 

This methodological stance recognizes the plurality of accounting practices and resists 
privileging any single mode of representation. Numerical data, visual art, and political 
rhetoric are treated as co-constitutive forms of visibility rather than as hierarchically ordered 
sources of evidence. In this respect, the study aligns with calls in critical accounting to expand 
the discipline’s epistemological boundaries and to examine how accounting operates not only 
within formal organizational settings but also across cultural, emotional, and symbolic 
domains (Carnegie, Parker & Tsahuridu, 2021b; Shearer, 2002). 

Finally, the analysis acknowledges the researcher’s positionality. This work does not 
claim neutrality; it is grounded in a feminist and critical orientation that views accounting as a 
field of struggle over what and who is rendered visible, legitimate, or disposable. The study 
therefore takes seriously the ethical dimensions of representation and the responsibility to 
account for the Other (Shearer, 2002), particularly in contexts where conventional accounting 
frameworks have contributed to silence or exclusion. 

 
4. Accounting for Silence: Criminalization, Stigma, and the First Referendum 
4.1 Criminalization and the Accounting of Absence 

Before Portugal’s first national referendum on abortion in 1998, reproductive rights 
were governed by an elaborate moral silence. The dominant form of accounting for abortion 
was not one of enumeration, care, or disclosure, but of erasure. Under the Portuguese Penal 
Code of 1886, abortion was classified as a “crime against intra-uterine life,” punishable by 
imprisonment for both the woman and anyone who assisted her (Rodrigues, 2023). This legal 
framing, largely unchanged for nearly a century, shaped what could be officially recorded and 
what could not. In institutional terms, what was measured were transgressions rather than 
traumas, convictions rather than deaths. 

Despite the widespread reality of clandestine abortion, the state made no sustained 
effort to record its social or medical consequences. Estimates from journalists and medical 
professionals suggested that tens of thousands of clandestine abortions were performed each 
year, often in unsafe conditions that led to serious injury or death. Yet these harms remained 
largely absent from public health statistics and official reports. As one medical authority 
admitted privately, there was “no accounting mechanism” capable of capturing the scale of 
the problem (Fiadeiro, 1984). In accounting terms, this absence was not accidental. It 
reflected a refusal to render visible what was politically and morally inconvenient. 
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Accounting silence functioned here as a technology of denial. State statistics counted 
births and baptisms, while court records documented crimes and prosecutions. What fell 
outside these ledgers were women’s suffering, fear, and injury. Their experiences circulated 
informally, in whispers and rumours, but remained institutionally unintelligible. This pattern 
exemplifies what Cooper (1992) describes as accounting’s silences: absences that sustain 
systems of control by delimiting what can be known. In this context, silence itself became a 
form of accounting. By ensuring that abortion did not appear as a measurable social harm, the 
state preserved an image of moral order while displacing responsibility for its consequences. 

Fragmentary data nonetheless allows a partial reconstruction of what official accounts 
refused to show. Investigative reports and later historical research suggest that between 
50,000 and 100,000 clandestine abortions occurred annually in the 1970s and early 1980s, 
resulting in substantial maternal morbidity and preventable deaths, and placing a significant 
burden on public hospitals. Illegality alone does not account for this absence: while 
prohibition made precise measurement difficult, abortion-related harm was nevertheless 
widely estimated and discussed by medical professionals, journalists, and activists, yet 
remained institutionally unacknowledged. These figures, never integrated into formal 
accounting systems, formed what might be described as a shadow ledger: an unofficial record 
of harm that existed alongside, but never entered, the state’s moral accounts. The refusal to 
recognize this ledger reflected a political choice rather than a failure of capacity, transforming 
illegality into invisibility. This distinction is not always neat, and the boundaries between 
silence, visibility, and recognition often overlapped in practice. 

 
4.2 Symbolic Authority, Class, and Moral Order 

The silence surrounding abortion was sustained by a powerful configuration of 
symbolic authority. In the aftermath of Portugal’s transition to democracy in 1974, the 
Catholic Church retained substantial moral capital, shaping public discourse on family, 
sexuality, and national identity. Within this symbolic field, abortion was framed not as a 
public health issue, but as a violation of moral and religious order. To name it as harm would 
have been to challenge deeply entrenched assumptions about life, motherhood, and virtue. 

This moral order was not applied evenly. The criminalization of abortion exposed 
stark inequalities of class and geography. Working-class women, particularly in rural areas, 
were forced to rely on unsafe clandestine procedures carried out in domestic spaces, often 
with improvised instruments. These women faced not only physical risk but legal sanction. 
Between 1900 and 1980, hundreds were convicted of abortion-related offences. Wealthier 
women, by contrast, could travel abroad to access safe and discreet terminations. As Fiadeiro 
(1984) observed, abortion was a crime known to all, but punishment fell disproportionately on 
the poor. Feminist activists also emphasized the embodied and classed dimensions of abortion 
criminalization, framing it as a matter of bodily risk, workplace precarity, and survival rather 
than moral transgression. Illegal abortion was understood as disproportionately harming 
poorer women, whose exposure to injury and death was shaped by class position and lack of 
access to safe medical care (Tavares, 2008). 

This selective visibility reveals accounting as a mechanism of symbolic violence 
(Bourdieu, 1991). Legal and religious discourses worked together to convert gendered 
suffering into moral deviance. Church sermons equated abortion with murder and national 
decline, while judicial texts framed it as a threat to family integrity. Within this moral 
economy, sin replaced suffering as the unit of measurement. What mattered more in this 
context was compliance with a particular vision of moral order, rather than the distribution of 
harm. 

This moral economy of silence was further sustained through ritualized forms of 
discipline. Church discourse framed abortion as a grave moral transgression, while medical 
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professionals who treated women for abortion-related complications operated under the threat 
of criminal sanction (Rodrigues, 2023). Contemporary medical and journalistic commentary 
in the late 1970s and early 1980s lamented that abortion-related deaths were occurring beyond 
the reach of official statistics, rendering women’s suffering institutionally invisible (Fiadeiro, 
1984; Rodrigues, 2023). This invisibility was not accidental, but emerged through political 
choices that were rarely acknowledged as such at the time: to name such deaths would have 
been to expose the failure of both the law and the moral authority that sustained it. 

The authority of this vision rested not on evidence, but on affect and tradition. Appeals 
to sanctity, guilt, and fear drew on long-standing symbolic resources that rendered alternative 
accounts difficult to hear. Feminist claims about injury, inequality, or care struggled to gain 
traction because they lacked legitimacy within this field. Even when numerical estimates of 
harm circulated informally, they failed to register as authoritative knowledge. The accounting 
frame that prevailed was moralized and patriarchal, privileging obedience over experience 
and abstraction over embodiment. 

 
4.3 The Limits of Reform and the Failure of Alternative Accounts 

Efforts to challenge this silence emerged intermittently from the late 1970s onwards. 
Feminist organizations such as União de Mulheres Alternativa e Resposta (UMAR; Union of 
Alternative and Response Women) and the Movimento de Libertação das Mulheres (MLM; 
Women’s Liberation Movement) reframed abortion as a matter of health, dignity, and unequal 
exposure to harm, rather than moral deviance, emphasizing access to medical care and the 
classed consequences of criminalization (Tavares, 2008). In 1982, the Portuguese Communist 
Party introduced legislative proposals on family planning, sexual education, and abortion 
reform. Parliamentary debates revealed a clash between competing modes of accounting, 
understood here as struggles to define what should count as publicly relevant harm and 
responsibility: conservative deputies mobilized religious and national symbolism, while left-
wing representatives attempted to foreground harm, risk, and social injustice. 

These alternative accounts struggled to gain legitimacy. Campaign materials produced 
by UMAR and CNAC foregrounded dignity, safety, and access to medical care, explicitly 
rejecting the criminalization and public shaming of women through judicial trials (Tavares, 
2008). Rights-based and health-based arguments were symbolically outmatched by moral 
appeals rooted in faith and tradition. As one deputy argued, the issue was not autonomy but 
the preservation of civilization itself. In such a field, numerical evidence did not “count” in 
the accounting sense. It failed to translate into symbolic capital because it did not resonate 
affectively or morally with dominant values. 

The limited reform of 1984, which allowed abortion only under narrowly defined 
circumstances, did little to alter this configuration. Access remained restricted, and 
clandestine abortions continued at scale. When the question returned to the political agenda in 
the form of a national referendum in 1998, the symbolic terrain remained largely unchanged. 
Pro-choice campaigns emphasized safety, justice, and inequality, drawing attention to the 
dangers of clandestine procedures and the classed nature of access. Yet these arguments were 
framed primarily in rational and legal terms, and they struggled to displace the Church’s 
affective monopoly. 

The “No” campaign, by contrast, mobilized images of fetal innocence, maternal regret, 
and moral decay. These representations drew power from emotion rather than enumeration. In 
Bourdieu’s terms, they activated a doxa that defined what could be recognized as legitimate 
evidence. Suffering, though widespread, remained off balance-sheet. When the referendum 
was held, the proposal was narrowly rejected, and the result was widely interpreted as a moral 
defeat for reproductive rights advocates. 
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The failure of the 1998 referendum illustrates how accounting structures moral 
politics. Feminist data on deaths, costs, and inequality did not lack accuracy; they lacked 
legitimacy. They did not resonate within a field where moral authority was grounded in 
religious symbolism and emotional appeal. Silence, in this sense, spoke louder than numbers. 
It functioned as a moral order that rendered harm unintelligible while preserving existing 
hierarchies of value. 

 
Conclusion: Silence as Accounting Practice 

While silence clearly served political and moral objectives, treating it as an accounting 
practice highlights how non-recognition was institutionalized through the absence of records, 
categories, and measures that would have rendered abortion-related harm publicly 
accountable. 

The period leading up to the 1998 referendum demonstrates that silence is not the 
absence of accounting, but one of its forms. Through law, religion, and selective recording, 
Portuguese institutions maintained a moral ledger in which obedience counted as virtue and 
suffering counted for nothing. This form of structured invisibility (Carnegie, 2025) ensured 
the reproduction of symbolic capital and the endurance of a particular moral order. Yet within 
the cracks of this silence, alternative accounts began to circulate. Journalists, doctors, and 
feminist activists assembled fragments of evidence that challenged what could be seen and 
said. 

These counter-accounts did not immediately transform policy, but they altered 
perception. By insisting on harm where none was officially recognized, they exposed the 
limits of moralized accounting and created an ethical void that demanded confrontation. It is 
within this space, where silence became increasingly untenable, that new affective forms of 
accounting would emerge. The next section turns to these interventions and to the ways in 
which visibility, emotion, and representation began to reshape the moral economy of abortion 
in Portugal. 

 
5. Affective Interventions: Feminist Counter-Accounts Between Referendums 

The narrow defeat of Portugal’s 1998 abortion referendum was more than a political 
setback; it marked a failure to reconfigure the moral grammar through which abortion was 
publicly understood. Despite widespread harm, pro-choice arguments grounded in rights and 
public health struggled to counter the emotional and symbolic authority of religious discourse. 
In the years that followed, a representational shift took shape. Activists, artists, and 
intellectuals began to explore forms of accounting capable of reaching moral sensibility as 
well as reason: practices that could make suffering socially legible where numbers and legal 
claims had failed. Paula Rego’s Abortion Series (1998–1999) became the most consequential 
of these interventions, translating the invisibility of women’s pain into aesthetic and ethical 
presence. 

 
5.1 Paula Rego and the work of affective counter-accounting 

Rego produced The Abortion Series in the months following the 1998 referendum, 
describing it as a reaction of indignation toward the indifference of the Portuguese people to 
vote (Web of Stories - Life Stories of Remarkable People, 2017). The series, ten large pastels 
accompanied by preparatory studies and later disseminated through prints, was exhibited in 
Lisbon and circulated beyond the gallery through media reproduction and public discussion. 
Rego insisted that these were political works, made to disturb rather than decorate (Cristea 
Roberts Gallery, n.d.). In interviews, she framed the paintings as a refusal of criminalization 
that compounded women’s suffering. As she told The Guardian, the works bring into view 
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the fear, pain, and danger of clandestine abortion, and the injustice of punishing women “on 
top of everything else” (Bakare, 2019). 

The paintings stage abortion not as an abstract controversy but as an embodied event. 
Women appear alone in claustrophobic domestic interiors, sitting or lying on makeshift beds, 
surrounded by rags, buckets, and the banal objects of ordinary life. The bodily postures are 
strained, unglamorous, often exhausted; the faces oscillate between pain, resignation, and 
defiance. The effect is not melodrama but confrontation. As Diniz (2024) notes, Rego does 
not render these women as passive victims, but as individuals “who have to make an 
abominable, yet existentially free, choice” (p. 37). The works register agency without erasing 
vulnerability, and vulnerability without producing spectacle. 

In accounting terms, what Rego produces is not an illustration of evidence but a 
different kind of evidence: an account that is affective in its mode of representation and moral 
in its claim. The series refuses the distance of abstraction. It demands that the viewer feel 
what official accounts had effaced. In doing so, it operates as a form of counter-accounting in 
the critical accounting sense: an alternative representational practice that exposes what 
dominant regimes of visibility exclude, and that contests the moral hierarchies through which 
some harms become legible, and others remain uncounted (Gallhofer & Haslam, 2003). If the 
state’s accounting rendered abortion visible primarily as crime, Rego’s work returns it to the 
realm of harm, exhaustion, and lived consequence. 

 
5.2 Recognition, legitimacy, and the reframing of feminist claims 

Rego’s intervention mattered not only because it depicted suffering, but because it 
entered an epistemic void. As a Tate curator later remarked, “Before that time, there were no 
images for these women’s experiences” (Crippa, quoted in Diniz, 2024, p. 50). That absence 
is significant. In the wake of the 1998 referendum, abortion remained widely experienced yet 
culturally difficult to speak about without the moral vocabulary of guilt and sin. Rego’s 
paintings altered that representational landscape by creating a public image of what had been 
publicly unspeakable. Visitors to early exhibitions described being “confronted and surprised” 
by the immediacy of what they saw (Diniz, 2024). The paintings did not resolve moral 
disagreement; they made denial harder to sustain. 

This shift helps explain why the period between the referendums should not be read as 
one of political dormancy. Rather, it was a period of reorientation in how legitimacy could be 
sought and how harm could be made to count. Whitten (2009) describes a recalibration in 
feminist discourse “from an explicit assertion of autonomy to a more inclusive appeal to 
compassion and justice” (p. 7). This was not simply strategic moderation; it reflected 
recognition that rights-based rhetoric had limited traction within a field still shaped by 
Catholic values and moral authority. Feminist actors sought to widen the emotional register of 
the debate, reframing abortion not primarily as a feminist demand, but as an issue of dignity, 
suffering, and unequal exposure to harm (Whitten, 2009). 

Rego’s work served as both bridge and catalyst in this transformation. The realism of 
her figures made the paintings politically legible to audiences beyond feminist circles: the 
women depicted could be neighbors, daughters, parishioners. In Bourdieu’s terms, the series 
contributed to a redistribution of symbolic capital (Bourdieu, 1991). It endowed pro-choice 
claims with a form of moral credibility grounded in recognition rather than assertion. 
Compassion, an affect often monopolized by religious discourse, was redirected toward 
women’s vulnerability and embodied consequence, undermining the idea that moral 
seriousness belonged exclusively to the “No” side. 

What distinguished the public debate leading to the second referendum was the 
increased visibility of women’s suffering, articulated through the co-presence of data, 
testimonies, and images that helped humanise the issue. Rego’s contribution was precisely to 
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make that visibility possible. The paintings did not replace argument; they changed the 
conditions under which argument could be heard. 

 
5.3 Circulation, hybrid evidence, and the making of a public moral record 

The political force of The Abortion Series depended not only on its production but on 
its circulation. Reproductions of the images appeared in newspapers and public discussions, 
and, over time, became cultural reference points through which abortion could be understood 
outside the language of guilt. In this diffusion, art became a mode of public accounting: not 
through formal disclosure, but through affective transparency—a collective acknowledgement 
of what had long been suppressed. Media coverage frequently juxtaposed visual 
representations with commentary on women’s health and religious opposition, producing a 
synthesis of evidence and empathy. The effect was a subtle moral audit: a public 
confrontation with the discrepancy between professed compassion and practices of 
condemnation. 

This period also saw the development of a more explicitly hybrid evidentiary strategy. 
Pro-choice advocacy increasingly combined numerical claims with narrative and visual 
registers, recognizing that data alone rarely dislodges moral authority. By the mid-2000s, 
campaign materials often placed statistics and testimonies alongside imagery associated with 
Rego’s intervention, not to aestheticize the issue but to make numerical claims morally 
resonant. In this sense, affect did not oppose reason; it enabled it. It provided the ethical force 
through which facts could acquire political consequence. As Lehman (2006) argues, 
accounting that seeks to engage human suffering and injustice cannot remain confined to 
technical rationality; it must engage emotional and cultural registers. In Portugal, that 
engagement became visible in the co-presence of numbers and images, an expanded repertoire 
of accounting through which harm could be represented and contested. 

Rego’s paintings also acquired a longer temporal significance as a form of collective 
moral record. In a context where clandestine abortion had long been lived privately and 
discussed publicly in moral abstractions, the series anchored the issue in the domestic and the 
bodily. It contributed to what might be understood as an affective archive through which 
previously silenced experiences become culturally intelligible (cf. Cvetkovich, 2003). This is 
also where the ethical stakes of representation become most apparent. The paintings perform 
an act of witnessing – what Shearer (2002) calls accounting for the Other – by making 
vulnerability visible as a basis for accountability rather than shame. 

 
Conclusion: from affect to political legibility 

The years between Portugal’s two referendums were not a hiatus but a period of 
transformation in the politics of representation. The defeat of 1998 clarified that moral 
legitimacy is not secured by accuracy alone, but by the terms through which harm becomes 
publicly recognizable. Through affective interventions, most notably Paula Rego’s Abortion 
Series, women’s suffering was rendered visible in ways that neither official statistics nor 
rights-based discourse had achieved. These counter-accounts did not displace numbers; they 
changed what numbers could do. They turned evidence into recognition, and recognition into 
a basis for collective moral judgement. 

This reconfigured symbolic terrain would matter decisively in the second referendum 
period, when pro-choice advocacy increasingly combined empirical claims with images, 
testimonies, and affective appeal. The next section examines that convergence in detail, 
showing how the union of numbers and emotion produced a new moral economy of harm, 
justice, and care. 

 
6. Accounting for Harm: Numbers, Justice, and the 2007 Referendum 
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By the early 2000s, the moral terrain of Portuguese abortion politics had shifted 
decisively. The silence and stigma that had shaped the 1998 referendum were giving way to a 
new vocabulary of visibility and accountability. This transformation was not simply 
rhetorical. It reflected the emergence of a hybrid moral economy in which numerical 
evidence, affective recognition, and symbolic legitimacy increasingly converged. Accounting, 
in this period, no longer functioned primarily as a technology of silence or control; it became 
a language through which harm could be named, governed, and contested. 

 
6.1 From silence to harm: numbers as moral claims 

Between 1998 and 2007, abortion was progressively reframed as a matter of public 
health and social justice. Feminist organizations, medical professionals, and policy actors 
mobilized harm-based statistics to expose the consequences of criminalization. Public health 
data indicated that between 20,000 and 40,000 clandestine abortions continued to occur 
annually (Vilar, 2002), while at least fourteen women died from unsafe procedures between 
2001 and 2007 (Vicente, 2020). While legalization facilitated formal data collection, the 
significance of these numbers lay not simply in their availability, but in the prior 
reconfiguration of moral legitimacy that allowed harm to be recognized as a public 
responsibility rather than a private transgression. These figures documented not only mortality 
but inequality: the disproportionate risks borne by poorer women who could not access safe 
procedures abroad. 

In accounting terms, these statistics functioned as moral claims rather than neutral 
facts. They quantified what had previously been rendered invisible and reframed abortion 
from a moral transgression into a measurable social harm. One Ministry of Health report, 
cited by Vicente (2020), described the national registry for voluntary termination of 
pregnancy as “a way of rendering the problem governable and visible.” Counting, in this 
sense, became an ethical intervention. Where invisibility had once signaled virtue, it now 
signaled neglect. 

This shift also marked a change in the symbolic status of numbers. In earlier decades, 
numerical evidence had failed to carry moral authority within a field dominated by religious 
discourse. By the mid-2000s, however, harm-based accounting had become a legitimate 
language of critique. Statistics began to circulate widely in parliamentary debates, media 
commentary, and campaign materials, establishing a shared vocabulary through which 
suffering could be publicly acknowledged. 

 
6.2 Hybrid moral accounting: numbers, affect, and legitimacy 

Crucially, the effectiveness of this numerical turn cannot be understood in isolation 
from the affective reconfiguration analyzed in Section 5. Feminist campaigns in 2007 did not 
rely on numbers alone. Instead, they combined statistical claims with emotionally resonant 
narratives and images, producing what might be described as hybrid moral accounting. 
Campaign posters juxtaposed mortality figures with slogans such as “No woman should die of 
shame,” while media coverage placed charts and infographics alongside testimonies from 
doctors and women. 

Paula Rego’s Abortion Series continued to circulate in this period, lending emotional 
depth and symbolic force to numerical evidence. Her images appeared in newspapers, 
campaign materials, and televised debates, often alongside public-health data. What 
distinguished the 2007 campaign was precisely this visibility of women’s suffering, 
articulated through the co-presence of data, testimonies, and images that helped humanise the 
issue. Affect did not replace enumeration; it made enumeration morally intelligible. 

This convergence altered the distribution of symbolic capital within the abortion field. 
Where religious actors had once monopolized moral sentiment, feminist and medical actors 
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now mobilized compassion, care, and empathy as legitimate grounds for policy change. In 
Bourdieu’s terms, affect itself became a form of symbolic capital: the capacity to evoke 
recognition and moral assent. Numbers gained authority not simply because they were 
accurate, but because they resonated within an affectively reconfigured field. 

The opposition recognized this shift. Conservative groups increasingly attempted to 
appropriate the language of harm, warning of psychological trauma and moral decay. Yet 
these claims were undermined by comparative evidence from other European countries and 
by the visible reduction in abortion-related mortality following legalization. Even religious 
discourse was forced to enter the evidentiary field, signaling that accounting had become the 
dominant moral currency of debate. 

 
6.3 Institutionalization and the redistribution of symbolic capital 

The 2007 referendum marked the institutional consolidation of this new moral 
economy. Although turnout remained modest, a clear majority voted in favor of 
decriminalization. Within weeks, Parliament legalized abortion on request up to ten weeks of 
gestation in certified public hospitals, and the procedure became available free of charge 
under the National Health Service. 

The establishment of the national abortion registry transformed accounting into a tool 
of governance as well as recognition. Each recorded procedure functioned simultaneously as 
administrative data and moral statement: evidence of safety rather than sin, care rather than 
transgression. In its first year, 18,014 abortions were registered, comparable to previous 
clandestine estimates, confirming that legalization had shifted provision rather than increased 
demand (Direção-Geral da Saúde, 2007; Vicente, 2020). Over subsequent years, registered 
legal abortions declined steadily, while mortality from abortion-related complications fell to 
near zero, reflecting changes within an administrative accounting regime rather than a directly 
comparable measure of pre-legalization abortion prevalence. 

These figures performed reality as much as they described it. By documenting harm 
reduction and safety, accounting enacted the state’s commitment to justice and care. In 
Bourdieu’s terms, symbolic capital was redistributed. Moral authority migrated from religious 
doctrine to a hybrid configuration of scientific expertise, feminist ethics, and cultural 
legitimacy. Women who had once been counted as offenders were now counted as patients, 
citizens, and moral agents. 

Yet this transformation remained incomplete. Regional disparities, high levels of 
conscientious objection among physicians, and continued stigma revealed the persistence of 
what feminist organizations described as “moral bureaucracy”; systems that count without 
fully caring (Vicente, 2020). Accounting’s visibility could humanize, but it could also 
normalize and regulate. The moral economy of justice was therefore not closed but contested, 
requiring ongoing vigilance. 

 
Conclusion: accounting for harm as moral practice 

The 2007 referendum represents a pivotal moment in the transformation of accounting 
practice. It demonstrates how numbers, when embedded in affective and ethical frameworks, 
can function as tools of emancipation rather than control. Harm-based statistics did not simply 
persuade; they redefined what counted as legitimate moral knowledge. In this context, 
accounting became a practice of care, a way of making suffering governable without erasing 
its meaning. 

This shift was made possible by the affective counter-accounts examined in Section 5. 
Rego’s art had prepared the symbolic terrain on which numbers could speak. Empathy 
rendered evidence credible; evidence stabilized empathy. Together, they produced a moral 
economy centered on justice rather than obedience, harm reduction rather than punishment. 
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The next section reflects on the implications of this transformation for critical 
accounting scholarship, returning to the paper’s central question: what counts as accounting, 
and who gets to count, in struggles over morality, legitimacy, and life itself? 

 
7. Discussion and Conclusion: What Counts as Accounting? 
7.1 Accounting, visibility, and moral reconfiguration 

The Portuguese struggle over abortion legalization demonstrates that accounting is not 
a neutral system of representation but a contested moral practice. Across the two referendums, 
what changed was not only the legal status of abortion, but the terms through which it could 
be publicly recognized, discussed, and acted upon. Accounting shifted from structured 
absence to partial recognition, from recording abortion as transgression to rendering it visible 
as harm. 

Sections 4 – 6 traced this shift as a sequence of representational struggles. Prior to 
1998, abortion was institutionally intelligible mainly as crime: the state and Church sustained 
a moral order in which women’s suffering remained largely off the record. Between the 
referendums, feminist and artistic interventions disrupted this silence by giving embodied 
consequence a public form. By 2007, harm-based statistics, public health data, and affective 
narratives converged to support legal reform. In this sense, the referendums are not simply 
political events but moments in which the moral architecture of accounting was renegotiated; 
what counted as relevant evidence, whose experience could carry legitimacy, and which 
harms were treated as actionable. 

This case reinforces a longstanding insight in critical accounting: accounting’s power 
lies less in measurement itself than in its capacity to shape moral perception. To account is to 
establish what matters, who matters, and what can be governed. In morally charged fields, 
these judgements are inseparable from struggles over symbolic authority. 

 
7.2 Affective counter-accounting and epistemic pluralism 

A central contribution of the paper is to show that accounting operates through more 
than numerical artefacts. Paula Rego’s Abortion Series was not peripheral commentary on the 
abortion debate; it functioned as an account in its own right. The paintings documented harm, 
disclosed exclusion, and unsettled dominant moral narratives by making visible what official 
systems could not—or would not—render legible. They did not “support” the debate as 
illustration; they intervened in the conditions under which the debate could be heard. 

This is the work of affective counter-accounting. Consistent with feminist and 
emancipatory accounting scholarship (Gallhofer & Haslam, 2003; Lehman, 2006), the 
Portuguese case suggests that numbers alone rarely transform moral order. Statistical 
evidence gained political traction once suffering became publicly recognizable – once it had 
an affective and symbolic form through which audiences could acknowledge it as real and 
consequential. Affect did not replace reason; it helped determine what reason could do in the 
public sphere. 

Treating affective and aesthetic practices as accounting does not mean abandoning 
rigor. It means recognizing that legitimacy is produced through multiple epistemic registers, 
and that accounting, understood as representational practice, often works through their 
interaction. The relevant question is not whether a representation is numerical, but whether it 
makes harms and responsibilities publicly legible in ways that can be contested, taken up, or 
refused. 

 
7.3 The ambivalence of visibility and the limits of moral accounting 

The Portuguese case also cautions against turning expanded accounting into a simple 
emancipation story. Visibility is not inherently just. As Section 6 showed, the 
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institutionalization of abortion through registries and protocols reduced mortality and 
improved access, but it also re-bureaucratized care. Women moved from being uncounted to 
being counted, and that shift brought its own forms of regulation, standardization, and 
exclusion. 

This ambivalence is central to critical accounting: accounting can humanize, but it can 
also normalize. Moral recognition, once stabilized through metrics and procedures, can lose 
its ethical charge and become routine administration. The persistence of regional disparities, 
conscientious objection, and stigma after legalization illustrates that accounting’s expansion 
does not dissolve power; it reorganizes it. 

The task for critical accounting scholarship, then, is not to celebrate visibility as an 
endpoint, but to remain attentive to what particular forms of visibility enable and what they 
foreclose. Accounting should be analyzed not only in terms of what it reveals, but also in 
terms of what it disciplines and renders governable. 

 
7.4 What counts as accounting in contested moral economies 

What, then, counts as accounting in contexts of moral and political struggle? The 
Portuguese abortion debate suggests that accounting encompasses far more than numerical 
artefacts or formal reports. It includes the representational practices through which harms and 
responsibilities are rendered visible, debated, and acted upon within a field structured by 
competing claims to legitimacy. Statistical data, legal classifications, visual representations, 
narrative testimonies, and affective disclosures all operated as accounting practices insofar as 
they organized recognition, allocated responsibility, and shaped what could be named as 
injustice. 

In this paper, accounting refers to representational practices that render harms and 
responsibilities publicly legible and politically actionable within a contested field of 
legitimacy. From this perspective, accounting is not simply a record of events or outcomes, 
but a relational practice that mediates between evidence and ethics, visibility and 
responsibility. To account for reproductive rights is therefore not only to count procedures or 
deaths, but to acknowledge vulnerability, contest moral exclusion, and hold institutions 
answerable for the consequences of silence. 

By bringing Paula Rego’s work into accounting discourse, this study contributes to 
ongoing efforts to pluralize accounting’s epistemology and to take seriously the moral 
consequences of representational form. Rego’s Abortion Series demonstrates how art and 
affect can function as morally consequential accounts, capable of reconfiguring symbolic 
capital and reshaping public debate. More broadly, the Portuguese case shows that 
accounting, when understood as a technical, social, and moral practice (Carnegie, 2025), can 
operate as a site of both domination and emancipation. 

Ultimately, the question of what counts as accounting is inseparable from the question 
of justice. Accounting matters not only because it measures, but because it makes lives visible 
– or leaves them unseen. In morally contested fields, to count is never a neutral act. It is an 
ethical and political choice that shapes whose suffering is recognized, which responsibilities 
are acknowledged, and what forms of care and reform become possible. 
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Table 1 

Comparison of National Referendums on Abortion in Portugal (1998 and 2007) 

 

Category 2007 Referendum 1998 Referendum 

Total registered voters 8,832,990 8,280,591 

Voters who participated 3,851,613 (43.60%) 2,642,689 (31.91%) 

Blank ballots 48,185 (1.25%) 28,402 (1.07%) 

Null ballots 26,297 (0.68%) 15,745 (0.60%) 

Valid 'Yes' votes 2,237,565 (59.24%) 1,265,520 (48.70%) 

Valid 'No' votes 1,539,566 (40.76%) 1,330,022 (51.30%) 

Source: Comissão Nacional de Eleições (1998, 2007) 

Note: The 2007 referendum legalized abortion on request up to 10 weeks of pregnancy, 
reversing the 1998 outcome. Percentages for 'Yes' and 'No' votes are calculated based on valid 
ballots, excluding blank and null votes. 
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