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Abstract
The audit society idea has radically influenced our conception of auditing with its critique of the functionalist view that
sees auditing as an objective verification of steady facts. The audit society thesis argues that auditing is a ‘technology of
representation’ and auditors are involved in the construction of facts they are supposed to verify. In this constructivist thesis,
auditing is an undefinable ‘powerful vague idea’ that takes different forms depending on contexts. The present dissertation
criticises this relativisation of the concept of auditing but agrees with the audit society idea about the representational
ability of auditing. Adopting mimesis as a conceptual framework and drawing on the works of Aristotle, Derrida, Girard
and Dupuy, the present dissertation advances a thesis that supplements the audit society idea by arguing that before being
a ‘technology of representation’, auditing or rather the auditors’ role is to generate imaginary spaces for representation.
The papers that constitute the dissertation show how these imaginary spaces are generated indicatively, counterfactually
and heuristically through auditors’ enactment of a mediating and supplementary role in relation to the capital market and
accounting representation. In the present dissertation, auditors verify a reality that is impossible to represent in the physical
space by recontextualising it to generated imaginary worlds that can take the form of (i) an ‘existential’ space that allows
for the neutralisation of [the struggles of] politics, and for social actors to find meaning for their subjectivity, (ii) a space
for the stabilisation of a realisable vision that links the future with its past, and (iii) a space for making the practice of
certification of accounting representation possible. By highlighting the imaginary, which can be conceived as a world
of possibilities that are in effect real conditions for fact construction, the present thesis makes possible a reconciliation
between the opposing functionalist and constructive perspectives on auditing.
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1. Introduction   

Feeling the end of his life approaching, an old Arab shared his fortune between 
his three sons in his will: the eldest would inherit half; the younger, a quarter 
and the youngest, a sixth. When the sons found out that the heritage consisted 
of 11 camels, the three brothers, very irritated because they could not come to 
an agreement on how to share the 11 camels, were close to gutting each other 
and decided to turn to the local cadi (i.e. judge). The cadi said: bring a camel 
from my tent and add it to your camels and God willing the repartition will be 
fair. The camels were now 12. So, the eldest took 12/2 = 6, the younger 12/4 = 
3, and the youngest 12/6 = 2 camels. The heirs shared their 11 camels and the 
cadi went to his tent with his camel.  

 
This apologue, once told by Jacques Lacan to give an example about ‘the 
paradoxes of mathematics’ and reiterated by Dupuy (1992), abstracts in 
parabolic fashion the general view of the present thesis on the role of auditors. 
Like the camel of the cadi, auditors are a supplement that is “at the same time 
useless and indispensable since it is through it the social convention comes 
into existence” (Ibid. p.251).  
 
Originally, the supplement was a concept developed by Jacques Derrida to 
highlight the role of a subordinate that comes from the outside to complement 
a lack in an apparent self-sufficient presence:  

The supplement supplements. It adds only to replace. It intervenes or insinuates 
itself in-the-place-of; if it fills, it is as if one fills a void. If it represents and 
makes an image, it is by the anterior default of a presence. Compensatory 
[suppléant] and vicarious, the supplement is an adjunct, a subaltern instance 
which takes-(the)-place [tient-lieu]. As a substitute, it is not simply added to 
the positivity of a presence, it produces no relief, its place is assigned in the 
structure by the mark of an emptiness. Somewhere, something can be filled up 
of itself, can accomplish itself, only by allowing itself to be filled through sign 
and proxy. The sign is always the supplement of the thing itself.     
              (Derrida, 1997, p. 145, italics in original)  
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The thing then is supplemented by its symbolic representation (i.e. signs), 
which also needs a supplement because representation cannot “adequately 
bring the true meaning of some out-there thing-in-itself into our presence” 
(Macintosh, 2001, p.224). This makes the supplementing a continuous attempt 
to catch a ‘present’ signification “in a play of difference and deferral” 
(McKernan, 2011, p. 699).  
 
Lacan told this story having in mind a triad that, he argues, constitutes the 
existence of human beings (i.e. the real, the imaginary, and the symbolic). The 
real is the heritage that resisted calculation, the imaginary is the [will of] the 
Other that dictated the calculation (i.e. the father in the story), and the 
symbolic that gave significance to the calculation is the camel of the cadi. The 
latter mediated at the same time between the father and his sons on one hand, 
and on the other hand between the brothers to solve the crisis with a 
convention that made the calculation possible and correct in accordance with 
the will of the father.  
 
Turning to auditing research, one can discern two main theses that theorise the 
mediating role of auditors by using two elements of Lacan’s triad. The 
functionalist perspective stresses only the real (Mautz and Sharaf 1961, Flint 
1988) and sees auditors as one-way mediators between economic entities and 
the [capital] market. In this view, auditors should report to the market the 
[non]accuracy of accounting representation of the economic reality of these 
entities. In contrast, the constructive perspective gravitating around and 
dominated by the audit society idea (Power, 1997) emphasises the symbolic 
in how auditors as mediators within the social sphere are solvers of crises 
(Guénin-Paracini and Gendron, 2010; Andon and Free, 2012) and involved in 
conventions through which accounting representations are made up (Power, 
1996). The present thesis contributes to audit research by highlighting the 
role of auditors as supplements, adding a third element to the analysis i.e. 
the imaginary, and proposing a thesis that reconciles the two precedent 
theses. It does so by arguing that before being a ‘technology of representation’ 
(cf. Power, 1996) and/or verification (Mautz and Sharaf 1961, Flint 1988), 
auditing or rather auditors construct imaginary spaces for the generation and 
certification of representations of [economic] reality in a supplementary 
relation to the Other that represents here the [capital] market, the future that it 
denotes and accounting representation.  
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To advance this argument, the thesis stands before the philosophical question 
what is auditing? Not to answer it but to meditate on the ‘being’ of auditing 
beyond presence (Derrida,1997). As is reviewed in the next section, the main 
assumptions of the previous theses that deal with this question emphasise 
presence in the shape of auditing as the discovery of real facts (Mautz and 
Sharaf 1961, Flint 1988) or the symbolic constructions of facts (Power, 1996) 
within a specific space. Although agreeing with the constructivist perspective 
about its critique of the stability of audit spaces and facts, the present thesis 
also criticises the latter’s relativisation of the conceptual space of auditing (i.e. 
the definition of auditing). Instead it shows that auditors use the imaginary to 
deal with and postpone the failures of representation, failures that have led 
some to declare that there is a lasting problem that the representation of 
[economic] reality ontologically suffers from (cf. Macintosh, 2001). The 
empirical part of the argument is illustrated in the research papers that 
constitute, in addition to the present preamble, a compilation dissertation. 
 
The next section of this introduction reviews the assumptions of the two main 
theses of auditing by discussing the ontological status of auditing, 
problematising the thesis of the audit society and disclosing its ontological 
problem. Then, the repercussions of this ontological problem on audit research 
epistemology are shown. At the end of the second section an alternative 
approach is proposed in order to deal with these problems and makes possible 
the reconciliation of the two theses, i.e. the functionalist and constructivist 
approach that gravitate around the audit society thesis. The third and fourth 
sections present respectively the theoretical and the methodological 
approaches adopted in the present thesis, while in the fifth section an overview 
of the papers and their contributions to achieving the aim of the thesis will be 
given. Finally in the sixth section, the conclusions of thesis are presented and 
discussed. 
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2. What is this thing called audit? 

If one suffers from the academic curiosity to know what auditing is, as it is the 
case of the present thesis, one would then aim to ask for: (i) the definition, or 
(ii) the ontological status of auditing. Let us start with the definition of ‘audit’ 
and come back later to its ontological position. Insofar as ‘audit’ is above all 
a word, its lexical definition can be found in a dictionary where one can find 
its etymology (i.e. to hear) and the standard significance of the word ‘audit’ 
as a practice. The starting point of academic reflections in this matter has been 
the conventional definition portraying an audit as “a process of objectively 
obtaining and evaluating evidence regarding assertions about economic 
actions” (AAA, 1972, p. 18).  
 

2.1. The definition of ‘audit’: an overview 
With a functionalist approach, the mainstream of audit research recognises the 
conventional definition of auditing (i.e. audit = objective evidence-gathering 
about and assessment of an economic reality’s representation), which reflects 
well the modern ideals of science and emphasises independence and 
rationality (Mautz and Sharaf 1961, Flint 1988). The ambition of this approach 
is to highlight ‘the philosophy of auditing’; a scientific attitude with which 
auditors approach their object of knowledge with the light of reason and an 
aptitude to discern what is false and misleading from what is true. The 
objectivity of auditing is conditioned by a realist epistemology concerned with 
gathering ‘facts’ from the ‘out there’ and process them rationally to make a 
judgement about their accuracy. To emphasise this rational and scientific 
character, Mautz and Sharaf (1961, p.15) argue that “[I]nsofar as the use of 
evidence is concerned, auditing and law are applications of logic to certain 
real situations”. The conventional definition of auditing was ‘stabilised’ with 
this functionalist approach by mobilising this ‘philosophic’ reason and the 
‘economic’ reason that enables auditors to be objective in their judgement of 
accounting numbers. This ‘rational auditing’ is possible because according to 
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the laws of the market auditors’ self-interested actions are neutralised by the 
market (Jensen and Meckling, 1976; Watts and Zimmerman, 1983).  
 
The main assumption of the mainstream view (i.e. ‘reason’) dominated audit 
research until Pentland (1993) nuanced it with an argument similar to Blaise 
Pascal’s response to Descartes’ rationalism: ‘Gut feeling has reasons that 
reason cannot know’1. Through an ethnographic investigation, Pentland 
(1993) highlighted the importance of other means than reason (e.g. emotions) 
in auditors’ practical assessment of economic reality. He showed that evidence 
was not constituted only of gathered facts, but also of a transformed mood (i.e. 
from uncertainty of not knowing, into being comfortable with data) made 
objective through the collective interactions of auditors during the process. 
Still, one can say that the definiens of ‘audit’ remained the same after 
Pentland’s (1993) empirical findings because, in spite of their 
unconventionality these findings remain grounded in rationalist assumptions. 
The nuance that Pentland (1993) provided to the definition of auditing with 
his ethnography was an emphasis on the different forms, rational and non-
rational, that ‘evidence gathering’ can take. 
 
The nuancing of the definition of auditing continued with the work of Francis 
(1994) who proposed an approach that perceives auditing as “normatively 
hermeneutics” (p. 245). He claimed that audit as human science cannot be 
reduced to a ‘method’ because a rational epistemology does not allow the 
emergence of ‘a practical truth’, i.e. a rational good understanding that 
auditing aims to attain, unlike modern science, which is concerned with 
reaching certainty. Transposing Gadamer’s (1960) philosophical claims from 
Truth and Method, Francis (1994) theoretically proposed a hermeneutical 
view in which the auditor “reads” a specific “text” of accountability, i.e. the 
representation of economic reality, and exercises [a prudent] exegesis that 
draws on the ‘tradition’ of accounting and auditing (e.g. laws and standards). 
Analogously to Gadamer, Francis (1994) criticised the technocratic and 
scientific view of auditing in the name of objectivity and insisted on the 
necessity of an objectified, independent subjectivity that guarantees the 
practical rationality with which auditing needs to approach its object of 
knowledge. In other words, one can say that Francis’ (1994) hermeneutical 

                                                   
1 Blaise Pascal’s original citation translated to English is: The heart has reasons that reason 
cannot know (See Pascal, 1852, Pensée 277). 
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view indeed remained loyal to reason as a main assumption. It did not take 
long, however, before this assumption was radically challenged. 
 
Power’s (1994, 1996, 1997) constructivist perspective, principally inspired by 
Foucauldian thoughts (1961, 1980, 2005) and encouraged by the call of 
Hopwood (1983) for a contextual social and institutional investigation of 
accounting practices, deconstructed the ‘rational’ idea of auditing (Mautz and 
Sharaf 1961, Flint 1988, Francis, 1994) and argued that audit knowledge and 
its ‘truth’ are results of power structures. It is these social, institutional and 
contextual ‘regimes of truth’ as Foucault calls these power structures, that 
construct facts, evidence and the “ensemble of rules according to which the 
true and the false are separated” (Foucault, 1980, p. 132). Power (1996) did 
not stay there, but went further by mobilising the idea of fact-building from 
the sociology of science (Latour, 1987) to show how power relationships are, 
in different contexts, structured to construct the objects of audit knowledge. 
That is, the theory of the ‘audit explosion’ was a breakthrough because it 
‘exploded’ the conventional definition of audit and in this way radically 
changed our conception of auditing. After this theory, the definiendum ‘audit’ 
became a ‘powerful vague idea’ (Power, 1997, p.7), and the definiens 
multiplied to other contexts such as the research audit, quality audit, brands 
audit (See, Power, 1996), value for money audit (See, Radcliffe, 1998, 
Gendron, Cooper and Townley, 2001, Skærbæk, 2009), ‘internet’ audit 
(Jeacle and Carter, 2011) and so on. After Power’s (1997) theory, the 
definition of auditing became “not a desirable starting point because there is 
no precise agreement about what auditing is” (Humphrey and Owen, 2000, 
p.32). 
  
The idea of the ‘audit explosion’ also triggered reactions and sometimes 
passionate disputes (see Power’s 2008 reply to Maltby’s 2008 critique of the 
‘audit society’ thesis). The main point of controversy was precisely the fact 
that, in its refusal to define audit, the theory of the ‘audit society’ radically 
relativises auditing. Maltby (2008) qualified this refusal with “a major tactical 
stroke” (p.389). She argued that “if is not important what audit practices 
‘really’ are, all that is necessary is for the audit word to be invoked for all sorts 
of social problems … to be constituted in the same way. [In this way] Power’s 
argument gains weight and momentum as it rolls on, collecting in its course 
more and more evidence of the pervasiveness of the audit idea” (Maltby, 2008, 
p. 390). On the same point, Humphrey and Owen (2000, p. 42) stated:  
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We fundamentally disagree with Power on the issue of definition. For any thesis 
on the ‘audit’ society, it has to matter what you mean by audit. It is also surely 
not adequate to hide behind claims that the importance of audit is in the idea, 
especially if you then go on to say that audit is an idea which is having real, 
practical effects in making organisations auditable. If you don’t know what 
audit is or is not, the ‘idea’ of audit makes little sense.  

 
Power’s “aversion to empirics” (Maltby, 2008, p. 395) was also criticised. 
Moreover, as he recognised, he was also criticised for being “selective in the 
evidence used to support his arguments” (Humphrey and Owen, 2000, p. 30). 
We will come back to this aspect later in the method section. For now it is 
time to consider the problem of the ontological status of auditing. 
 

2.2. The ontological status of auditing: the problem.  
In his response to Maltby’s (2008) and others’ rejection of the extremely 
relativist idea of the ‘audit society’ that “baulks at providing a clearly specified 
definition of audit” (Humphrey and Owen, 2000, p. 41), Power (2008. p.400) 
makes recourse to philosophy and writes: 

[N]owhere in my work is it stated that all these different things which rapidly 
came to be called audits are literally ‘identical’ as Maltby suggests. The 
conceptualisation is more that of ‘family resemblance’ in Wittgenstein’s sense.  

 
For those who are not familiar with the concept, ‘family resemblance’ is an 
idea that rejects the need to give concepts a rigid limit (i.e. definition) because 
things that seem to be similar do not in fact share one common characteristic, 
but are connected by strings of overlapping and crisscrossing characteristics 
(See Wittgenstein, [1953] 2010, §67- §68). By mobilising this idea, Power 
(2008), like the late Wittgenstein2 (see e.g. Mohr, 1977), adopts a certain kind 
of nominalism, namely the rejection of universals (i.e. abstract things) in 
favour of particulars (i.e. concrete things). However, while the late 
Wittgenstein assumes his nominalism, the audit society idea adopts a 
paradoxical standpoint.  

                                                   
2 The early Wittgenstein, as he is referred to in philosophical spheres, took an opposite position, 
namely drawing rigid logical limits.  
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It is maybe worth opening a parenthesis here and mentioning that this paradox 
related to particulars and universals, is not specific only to the audit society 
idea. Many other ‘interpretive and constructivist’ empirical audit studies also 
suffer from this problem, but from a methodological point of view. As 
highlighted by Dai, Free and Gendron (2016, p.25) some interpretive/critical 
researchers “refer to the authors of methodological books and articles that are 
clearly informed by positivism” in order to give a general sense to the 
particularity of their context-stripped studies. That is, the paradox of the audit 
society is highlighted here because it deals and struggles with the question of 
the characteristics of audit, which helps us to approach its ontological status, 
as will be shown below.  
 
The ontological paradox of the audit society idea is manifest in its rejection of 
abstract objects when it refuses to define audit while at the same time it 
explains the ‘audit explosion’ with the presence of an abstract thing, namely 
the vagueness of the word ‘audit’. Also, in its denunciation of the metaphysics 
of the ‘philosophy’ of auditing, i.e. the necessity of the verifiability postulate 
(Mautz and Sharaf 1961, Flint 1988, Francis, 1994), in favour of an 
epistemology that adopts post-structuralist (Foucault, 1961, 1980, 2005) and 
the sociology of science rationales (Latour, 1987), the audit society thesis opts 
to resort to metaphysics to define the conditions under which audit retains its 
[social] existence. In that vein Power (1997, p.6) recognises:  

Of course, not just any practice can be called an audit. Many of the examples 
of checking […] such as hiring a private detective, would not ordinarily merit 
the title because a relation of accountability of some kind is lacking. But 
equally, the limits of the term are not always clear. And the reason that they are 
not always clear is that the word is not used simply descriptively to refer to 
particular practices, but normatively in the context of demands and aspirations 
for accountability.  
 

After considering ‘audit’ as a name without referent but with unconditional 
authority that “put[s] itself beyond empirical knowledge” (Power, 1997, 
p.142) and traverses society, the audit society thesis refers to the necessity of 
a desire for accountability that Power (1997) sees, like the functionalist thesis, 
as the context of all contexts of diverse audits, or in the language of 
metaphysics as a universal shared by all particular audits. This desire for 
accountability is invoked to give auditing the empirical ‘reality’ that the word 
‘audit’ does not provide. Riding this desire like a surfboard, auditing becomes 
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a societal phenomenon, ‘a heterogeneous multiplicity’ and a productive 
machine of the capitalist society (cf. Deleuze and Guattari, 1977). Seeing it 
so, auditing has been studied by retracing networks within the chaos of the 
empirical world without adopting a definition as the traditional audit research 
presupposes. While this view on auditing might be plausible in relation to the 
complexity of the world, it is however ‘risky’ as a starting point because it is 
conditioned by the necessity of having a sophisticated [observing] subject, i.e. 
‘an artist’ who can ‘find’ the general in the particulars, and avoid being 
absorbed by the confusing multiplicity of the studied empirical world (cf. 
Deleuze, 2014), which often occurs in business studies nowadays (cf. 
Alvesson and Kärreman, 2011). 
 
Because of this paradoxical and complex ontological starting point, and in 
spite of the sublimity of Power’s (1996, 1997) high-level research, the audit 
society thesis has been considered to be a rhetorical reproduction of the 
functionalist thesis (Maltby, 2008) and a confusing extreme relativisation of 
auditing (Humphrey and Owen 2000; Maltby, 2008). As will be shown below, 
however, the audit society is criticised from another point of view in this 
thesis. Explicitly, by highlighting that the audit society thesis was absorbed by 
the actual world of representations and ignored the inherence of the virtual 
(i.e. the aspect of reality that is ideal but non-real) in it (cf. Deleuze and 
Guattari, 1977). This made it adopt the instances of empirical phenomena and 
relativise the conceptual idea of auditing to the extreme instead of reinventing 
it by connecting these phenomena to the conceptual audit that Power 
ontologically rejects.  
 
In addition to this ‘problematic’ ontological starting point and because the 
conceptual limits of auditing are left undefined, an epistemological problem 
can be noticed mainly in the literature that emphasises the representational 
ability of audit (e.g. Power, 1996, Power, 1997, Jeacle and Carter, 2011, 
Downer, 2011). The epistemological problem of these social constructivist 
audit studies gravitating around the audit society thesis is: how do these 
studies know that what they study is audit without having prior knowledge of 
what audit is as a starting point? 
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2.3. The repercussions of this ontological problem on 
epistemology  

The constructivist project that represents audit as ‘a technology of 
representation’, began with a brief historical localisation of audit by 
mobilising the explanation of the agency theory that finds the genesis of audit 
in the medieval age as “a part of the efficient technology for organising 
firms….designed to reduce incentive problems” (Watts and Zimmerman; 
1983, pp.614, 616). As we saw above, this mobilisation does not mean that 
this constructivist project aligns with the assumptions and rationale of agency 
theory (Mautz and Sharaf 1961, Flint 1988, Francis, 1994; Watts and 
Zimmerman). This mobilisation was just to make the point that auditing has 
always been a ‘technology’ that has a role where there are problems [of 
accountability]. Then, an epistemological problem occurs.  
 
Power (1997) proceeds from the idea that “financial auditing has provided the 
model which has influenced the design of auditing practice in many other 
fields” (p.15) to argue that the audit society, is a replication or, if one reads it 
in terms of the sociology of science (Callon, 1986; Latour, 1987), a [political] 
translation of the classical financial audit that in a semiotic way creates 
geometric3 “convergences and homologies by relating things that were 
previously different” (Callon, 1980, p. 211). The translation made the audit 
society in the image of a financial audit, which in turn is substituted by ‘the 
indefinable word audit’. This translation seems then to be grounded in a move 
that resembles the Derridean notion of a transcendental signified (Derrida, 
1997), a name invested with an unconditional authority that “put[s] itself 
beyond empirical knowledge” (Power, 1997, p.142). As Power also states, 
“audit becomes its own sign with the focus on the production of the sign” 
(p.293), which makes the audit culture in society emerge from the word ‘audit’ 
and its recursive reproduction by/in its representations. By approaching the 
audit phenomenon in this way, Power (1997) epistemologically ‘jumps’ from 
the real (i.e. the historical audit) to the symbolic (i.e. auditing as a 

                                                   
3 As is well known, Power’s audit society thesis draws on Rose and Miller's (1992) idea of 
programme–technology, in which the political is mainly formulated in programmes, the 
geometric is reflected in calculative spaces, and the semiotic in the technology of 
representation.  
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representation) and fills the gap between them with the constant presence4 of 
the word ‘audit’. 
 
To get away with the epistemological problem of the audit society thesis, 
Power (2008), argues that his “conceptualisation is more that of ‘family 
resemblance’ in Wittgenstein’s sense” (p.400). In this way he opts for a 
deconstruction of the metaphysics of ‘audit’ through a ‘language play’ that 
differentiates the signifiers from their transcendental signified. In the 
translation of audit in non-financial contexts for instance (See Power, 1996), 
the credibility of the experts, abstract management systems and detailed 
measurement were the elements that gave structure to an audit. It is also 
argued that this structure differs in accordance with the particularities of the 
different contexts (e.g. research, brand, quality) and what was common 
between these non-financial audits and their originary model, i.e. the financial 
audit, was their ritualistic nature. In the audit society, audits are rituals of 
verification with structures that vary according to their specific contexts 
(Power, 1997). But this deconstructive approach, in turn, led to other 
problems. 
 
The first problem is the reification of the auditability thesis by taking the sign 
for the thing and replicating the structures used by Power (1996,1997) as 
demonstrative examples. By disregarding the deconstructive spirit of Power’s 
thesis, some studies have tried to find identical structures to those provided in 
the demonstration of the auditability thesis in their own contexts. For example, 
redundancy, an engineering technique for assessing the reliability of complex 
technologies in aeronautics, has been defined as ‘audit’ because of the 
‘existence’ of ‘rituals of verification’ (Downer, 2011). And because of the 
identification of an abstract system of trust, some calculative practices and 
expertise in the form of users’ experiences, TripAdvisor has been seen as a 
‘space of audit’ (Jeacle and Carter, 2011). These studies are interesting per se 
from a social constructive perspective, but the reification they embody is also 
a symptom of the ontological problem that this perspective on auditing suffers 
from.  
 
Two more key problems that can be noticed in Power’s (1997) deconstructive 
thesis are the overlooking of the point that: (i) rituals emerge from [and 

                                                   
4 Cf. Metaphysics of presence in Heidegger’s (1996) Being and Time, and in Derrida’s 
deconstruction (see Derrida,1997). 
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reproduce] an originary/archetypal myth (See e.g. Girard, 1979; Frazer, 1990; 
Campbell, 2008; Jung, 2021) and (ii) in addition to its differential aspect, 
deconstruction also implies deferral (Derrida, 1978). In the audit society the 
myth is reduced to the transcendent word ‘audit’. Myths are indeed sacred, 
but sacred stories that stem from real rituals. The reason given by Power to 
explain why the word ‘audit’ became a transcendental signified relates to the 
success story of the financial audit in the financial sphere. However, this 
cannot be taken as a sufficient explanation because it is not success that makes 
the myth a myth. The myth signifies human failure and all myths represent 
tragic events (See e.g. Girard, 1979; Frazer, 1990; Campbell, 2008; Jung, 
2021). Power (1997) stopped halfway when he related the success of auditing 
paradoxically to its failures. In turn, we had to wait almost two decades before 
Guénin-Paracini and Gendron (2010) gave us a more plausible explanation of 
the ‘sacredness’ (i.e. transcendence) of audit.  
 
The study of Guénin-Paracini and Gendron (2010) recalls the Enron scandal 
to explain with Girardian lenses why auditors became sacred in the 
consciousness of society after being accused of being the cause of the debacle. 
Going through a ritualistic and mimetic process of vilification and persecution 
that ends with a scapegoating of the involved auditor, a cathartic feeling of 
order follows this event and it is exclusively associated with auditors5. 
Applying Girard’s (1979) view that sees the scapegoating process as a 
ritualistic construction of ‘gods’, this study explains the transcendence of 
auditing in society with the sacrifice of auditors in the wake of corporate 
scandals. However, in spite of the plausibility of this explanation and its ability 
to fill one of the major gaps of the audit society thesis, the theoretical 
importance of the study of Guénin-Paracini and Gendron (2010) in the 
conception of the ontological status of audit has been ignored. 
 
When it comes to the problem of deferral, this manifests itself in the idea of 
‘stabilisation’ that the constructivist perspective on auditing has sustained 
from the auditability thesis and on (e.g. Power 1996; Radcliffe, 1998; 
Radcliffe, 1999, Gendron, Cooper and Townley, 2007). These theorisations, 
affected by the ‘putting in order’ of Foucault’s governmentality and the ‘fact 
constructing’ of science and technology studies (Callon, 1984; Latour, 1987; 
Latour and Woolgar, 2013; Law and Hassard, 1999), have prioritised the 
translation and stabilisation of things although they acknowledge the 

                                                   
5 For more details see paper 1 
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instability of the product of translating activities. Empirically, these studies 
show that the translations of the word ‘audit’ produce auditable things that are 
things with a reconstituted form. The auditable things are ongoing things and 
auditing is represented as a continuous stabilisation and reframing of these 
things (Power, 1997). This stabilisation is conceivable when things are ‘put in 
order’ within closed stable spaces, but as recent accounting topology studies 
show, these [calculative] spaces are not as stable as they seem to be (see e.g. 
Corvellec, Zapata, and Campos, 2018; Cederberg, 2019). In effect, the aspect 
of continuity in translation that has been noticed but theoretically neglected by 
previous audit studies deals with what ‘ruins’ and goes beyond spaces, namely 
time. 
 
Insofar as time is important to understand translation activities (see Deleuze, 
1994), one should, maybe, analyse auditing as a technology of representation 
with the chronological order of things, if one uses Foucault’s well-known 
term. If auditing as a governing technology of representation makes things 
auditable, in other words, “put[s] in order the possible outcome” (Foucault, 
1982, p. 221), then it should be conceived with the precondition that it is, 
chronologically and at least intentionally, preceded by the “guiding of 
possibility” of these things (Ibid.). This principal point has also been neglected 
in the constructionist conceptualisation of auditing, even though Foucault’s 
governmentality has been largely mobilised. The reason is that the 
constructivist audit research that gravitates around the audit society idea added 
to its initial Foucauldian analysis the anti-dualist logic of the sociology of 
science (Power, 1996, 1997) to theorise auditing. In doing so it abandoned the 
dual relation between the general guiding of possibilities and the particular 
putting in order of the possible in favour of the latter.  
 
In fact, Foucault was aware of the fact that governing is about knowledge, and 
knowledge is about guiding possibilities, but he failed or rather was not 
interested, like Bruno Latour and his school, in conceptual knowledge, i.e. the 
know-that, but was more directed toward the question of what knowledge 
does, i.e. the know-how (for a deeper insight see Brassier, 2011). Following 
his approach, the constructivist view on auditing starting from a Foucauldian 
view on knowledge put the emphasis on ‘guiding’ to highlight the 
representational in auditing and the government of things that audit can 
perform, instead of ‘possibilities’. In contrast, the functionalist approach 
preoccupied by the real in auditing is comfortable with studying auditing 
within a rigid conceptualization representing auditing as a factual judgement 
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of things. Both, however, neglect the fact that the two kinds of knowledge are 
interrelated and in [the tree of] knowledge, judgement and the 
government/control of things are branches that stem from our mental 
representations of them, i.e. their possibilities in our hypothesising and 
speculation. This generative approach on knowledge in general and auditing 
specifically is what the present thesis proposes.  
  

2.4. The reason for a generative approach and its aim. 
The present thesis agrees with the constructive perspective about the 
representational ability of audit (Power, 1996; Power, 1997; Radcliffe, 1998; 
Humphrey and Owen, 2000; Gendron, Cooper and Townley, 2001; Skærbæk, 
2009; Jeacle and Carter, 2011; Jeacle, 2017; etc.). But it sees its emphasis on 
the symbolic as a problem because it is a representation without relation to the 
real, which engenders an extreme relativisation of auditing. The present thesis 
considers instead representation as primordially human and necessarily 
related to the real. Moreover, it views the ontological and epistemological 
problems cited above as a consequence of the neglect, by both the functionalist 
and constructivist perspectives, of this anthropological aspect that links what 
is real to its representation. 
 
In its deconstruction of the realism of the functionalist perspective, which 
neglects the role of the symbolic and representational in auditing, the 
constructivistic perspective called on the notion of discourse to explain the 
role of auditing (Power, 1997; Radcliffe, 1998; Humphrey and Owen, 2000; 
Foucault, 2005). Material semiotics in which humans and non-humans cannot 
be separated (Callon, 1984; Latour, 1987; Latour and Woolgar, 2013; Law 
and Hassard, 1999) were also largely used and now dominate the conception 
of auditing as a technology of representation (Power, 1996; Gendron, Cooper 
and Townley, 2001; Skærbæk, 2009). With these ideas, the constructivistic 
perspective unpacked what it called the ‘black boxed’ audit and showed how 
[networks of] language and non-human things made auditing into an action of 
representation and not one of verification. This technology is seen as a product 
of discursive articulations reflected in particular contexts where non-human 
actors play a central role in actions of representation that start from 
inaccessible back-stages and are in turn generated from the representation of 
a transcendental signified, i.e. the vague word ‘audit’ (Power, 1997). 
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Thus, by arguing that auditing as a representation is primordially generated 
from a vertical, metaphysical non-human, i.e. the undefinable word ‘audit’, 
the constructivist perspective contradicts the main assumption of the 
sociology of science6 that it mobilises to deconstruct the functionalist 
perspective. It also admits that language is the main means of representation 
but sees human beings only as social products of language and ignores the 
other way around. By ignoring that it is human beings that produce language, 
and thus representation, and that auditing as we saw above is generated from 
historical reality manifested in an event of human failure, the constructivist 
perspective represented mainly by the audit society idea contradicts its 
rationales and fails to deconstruct the metaphysics of audit, because it 
disregards the deferral aspect of language, and makes the idea of auditing 
vague and over relativised. 
 
However, one can counter-argue and say that the audit society thesis does 
relate auditing as a technology of representation to a certain historical reality 
(i.e. ‘success’ of financial auditing) and that is true. But, herein lies the 
paradox of the audit society thesis. The historical financial audit is indeed a 
reality, but by emphasising the historical discontinuity idea (i.e. discourses) 
(Foucault, 2005) in the analysis of the audit culture, the audit society thesis 
‘jumps’ from the historical reality of auditing to its hyper-reality as a 
representational ability (cf. Baudrillard, 1994). In this way, it tries to get rid 
of the real as an origin in auditing by replacing it with a word without a real 
referent and affirming its historical origin (Cf. Maltby, 2008). To deal with 
this aporia, the present thesis starts from the historical reality of auditing (i.e. 
human failure) as the genesis for its ability, adds the previously ignored 
anthropological aspect to the audit society thesis, and proposes a theorisation 
that conceptualises the general role of auditors as human beings in generating 
representations beyond the particularities of contexts. This is done by posing 
the following overall research question: 

                                                   
6 Latour first earned his Ph.D. in philosophical theology, and the non-human in this theological 
discourse refers to the idea of God i.e. a name without a real referent. In his critique of 
modernity, Latour (1993) included this term in his analysis by levelling it and rejecting any 
duality between the ideal (i.e. the vertical) and the concrete (i.e. horizontal). The metaphysical 
non-human (concepts, the name of God, etc.) was then replaced by a material non-human, 
which Power (1997) paradoxically reinstated in the development of the audit society thesis in 
contradiction to Latour’s view of the social. 
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What constitutes the [general] generative role of auditors and how is it 
enacted? 
 
In linking the representational ability of auditing to its historical reality the 
present thesis has three aims:  
 

a) to bring down to earth, i.e. to anthropologise, the metaphysics of audit 
by proposing a plausible solution for the ontological problem of the 
audit society thesis, and in this way 

b) to fill the epistemological gap of the social constructivist perspective 
on auditing, and finally 

c) to make possible the reconciliation of the functionalist and the 
constructivist view on auditing, by proposing an anthropological 
generative approach that goes beyond the two without recourse to a 
dialectic that tries “to put up with contradictions” (Popper, 2014, 
p.316) 

 
To achieve these aims, the present thesis adopts a view that theoretically links 
the representational ability of auditing to its historical reality with an approach 
that sees representation as mimetic in essence. 



17 

3. The theoretical approach 

The theoretical basis of the present thesis is related to representation. As is 
argued above, the shortcomings of previous theorisation on the general role of 
auditing are the results of the abandoning of the human aspect in 
representation and of erasing the human “like a face drawn in sand at the edge 
of the sea” (Foucault, 1970, p. 387). Previous studies forget in their analyses 
that representation is basically generated by human beings. Representations 
are in effect results of one ‘thing’ that is ‘real’ and ‘symbolic’ in the human 
being, namely mimesis, as the Greek philosophers once noticed. This is 
because humans are mimetic beings who generally use language, which also 
emerges mimetically (Cf. Benjamin, 1999), to represent things. Mimesis is 
also a concept shared by different perspectives and philosophies throughout 
history. From the pre-modern Greeks we know that representation imitates the 
universals of nature, as human beings imitate each other. From the 
postmoderns we know in turn that without mimesis we cannot understand 
representation. As Derrida (1981) states: “the whole history of the 
interpretation of the arts of letters has moved and been transformed within the 
diverse logical possibilities opened up by the concept of mimesis” (p. 187). 
 
However, mimesis is not only about artistic representation. It is an element of 
social [and cultural] change and order (Tarde, 1903, Girard, 2001). It is also 
central in cognitive actions according to research in [neuro]science (Rizzolatti 
and Sinigaglia, 2008), and an element in science making that the sociology of 
science implicitly admits (see the embracing of the works of Gabriel Tarde in 
Latour’s ‘theory’). That is, whether auditing is an art, a science (Mautz and 
Sharaf 1961, Flint 1988) or a social practice (Power,1997), rational (Mautz 
and Sharaf 1961, Flint 1988, Francis, 1994) or non-rational (Pentland, 1993; 
Carrington and Catasús; 2007; Guénin-Paracini, Malsch and Paillé, 2014), 
mimesis can help us to theorise it, as it has in other disciplines and with other 
phenomena.  
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3.1. Mimesis and representation  
Mimesis establishes a relation of similarity between things and their 
representation (Potolsky, 2006; Marcos, 2012). This similarity is human par 
excellence, as Benjamin (1999. p.65) states: “[N]ature produces similarities - 
one need only think of mimicry. Human beings, however, possess the very 
highest capability to produce similarities. Indeed, there may not be a single 
one of the higher human functions which is not decisively co-determined by 
the mimetic faculty”. Mimesis as a faculty is what enables the establishment 
of similarity links between things and their representation (Marcos, 2012). 
Similarity implies differences and resemblances, and philosophers and 
theorists conceive mimesis differently in relation to the form of similarity that 
representation takes and the mimesis effects it has, the latter being divided 
basically into two categories: destructive and constructive. 
 
For Plato all representations are mimetic in nature and they are the mirroring 
of the natural world that is in turn made in the image of some essential, 
archetypical and ideal ‘Ideas’. In Book X of the Republic, Plato uses the object 
of a bed [and tables] as an example to explain that “there are many beds and 
tables in the world, but there is only a single idea of a bed and of a table. The 
carpenter produces each of these two objects according to an idea, but it is not 
the idea itself that is produced” (Book X, line 596b-c). The idea ‘bed’ is the 
ultimate reality of all beds that the carpenters make empirically in the world 
of nature and detach from the real because for Plato the true real is what is in 
the world of ideas. The argument continues by highlighting another form of 
making, namely when these beds and carpenters are represented by a painter. 
The latter is an imitation of appearances, not of things as they are, because the 
imitator imitates what is detached from true reality. Therefore, the imitator 
“knows nothing of their [carpenters’] arts and, if he is a good artist, he may 
deceive children or simple persons, when he shows them his picture of a 
carpenter from a distance, and they will fancy that they are looking at a real 
carpenter” (Book X, line 598b-c). Mimesis, according to Plato, is a bad craft 
of copying that is problematic because it detaches human from truth and 
“produces mere ‘phantoms’ not real things” (Potolsky, 2006, p.23). 
Essentially, mimesis drives humans away from reason. 
 
Some postmodern thinkers share Plato’s description of the ‘phantastic’ 
character of mimesis but from another perspective. While Plato sees mimesis 
as resemblance to an origin, these postmodern thinkers reject the idea of 
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mirroring an origin and stress instead the differences that emerge from 
mimesis (Derrida, 1981; Deleuze, 1990; Baudrillard, 1994). For Derrida 
(1981), representation supplements the represented, which makes the mimesis 
of a model possible but also produces other things that assert their otherness. 
A representation then does not copy an original but takes its place and 
accordingly makes the represented absent but ‘ghostly’ present in 
representation. In the same vein, Deleuze (1990) agrees with Plato about the 
fact that mimesis produces illusory copies, i.e. simulacrums but, like Derrida 
(1981), stresses that they are “image[s] without resemblance” (p.257). 
Baudrillard (1994), from his side, makes it clear that the real does not have a 
hierarchical superiority in relation to its imitation, i.e. simulacrum, because 
the latter is perceived as more real in the real itself (i.e. hyperreal). One 
example that Baudrillard gives to show this hyper-reality is pornography and 
how represented sex becomes more real in the consciousness of people than 
sex itself. Whereas Derrida and Deleuze admire the deconstructive qualities 
of mimesis, Baudrillard (1994) joins Plato’s critique of the ‘hyper-reality’ that 
emerges from mimesis and makes us into beings “living in a world of fake and 
simulation” and, the real “a vanishing quality needing the protection of a 
museum” (Potolsky, 2006, p.155). 
 
Unlike his teacher Plato, Aristotle shares the same sympathy for mimesis as 
Derrida and Deleuze but sees it, in contrast to the postmodern thinkers 
(Derrida, 1981; Deleuze, 1990; Baudrillard, 1994), as a reasonable and 
constructive means of acquiring knowledge and representation. In his Poetics, 
Aristotle, argues that representation is a cognitive act that “is not essentially 
different from reasoning in other contexts. As in art, so in daily life we rely on 
logic (necessity) and belief (probability) in making choices” (Potolsky 2006, 
p. 41). He agrees with Plato about the fact that all representations are mimetic 
but rejects the idea that mimesis is a ‘phantastic thing’. For Aristotle, mimesis 
is a real craft by which the imitator imitates nature’s “creative force, the 
productive principle of the universe” (Aristotle, 1951, p. 116). Representation 
according to Aristotle’s Poetics “is creativity, given that it is not just a question 
of imitating what has indeed happened, but there is genuine knowledge, for 
art produces an apparition, a revelation, it puts a part of reality before our very 
eyes, as if we were witnessing the facts directly, with the vividness of an eye-
witness, and these facts—the possible, ta dynata —would otherwise go 
unnoticed” (Marcos, 2012, p. 113). That is, by replacing the Platonian ‘Ideas’ 
with “a human subject who creatively actualises a similarity that exists in the 
objects as real possibility” (Marcos, 2012, p. 104), Aristotle argues that 
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mimesis generates differences (i.e. particulars) and resemblances (i.e. 
universals) that link the represented to the representation. It is these universals 
that mimesis reproduces that the spectators of representations recognise in 
themselves and experience in the form of a climax, i.e. catharsis.  
 
Catharsis and representation are closely related to individuality when René 
Girard theorises mimesis. Building on Aristotle’s view of mimesis as a 
generative act, Girard (2014) rejects however the idea that mimesis is a 
rational and conscious act of “representation - types of behaviours, manners, 
individual or collective habit, as well as words, phrases, and ways of 
speaking” (Garrels, 2011, p.14). Instead he argues that mimesis is instinctive 
and awakens mis-consciously7 a will of being the imitable model. This will of 
being “operates prior to cognition and representation, although of course it 
becomes intertwined with representation in all the forms of human culture” 
(Girard and Williams,1996, p.33). In the Girardian theory of mimesis, a 
fascinating other who possesses or desires ‘something’ awakens an imitation 
in an individual, which stimulates both the desire of the individual and her 
imitated model and in a sense constructs the desired ‘thing’. If the latter can 
be shared and/or the model is an unreachable Other, the imitative process 
becomes productive and peaceful (Cowdell, 2013). However, if the desired 
thing is unshareable and/or the model is reachable, then imitation takes a 
conflictual and sometimes a contagious form that leads to social crises. Crises 
occur then when “Individuals become increasingly undifferentiated [and are 
unconscious about it] with respect to their movements, utterances, accusations 
and sense of identities” (Garrels, 2011, p.15). These crises are solved by 
victimising an actor through vilifying representations that lead to her sacrifice, 
which paradoxically produces her sacredness and a relieving catharsis for the 
community in crisis. That is, like the Aristotelian mimesis, the Girardian 
mimesis is generative of representations, deconstructive, as Derrida and 
Deleuze show because it blurs dichotomies (e.g. consciousness vs. 
unconsciousness; non-knowledge vs. knowledge), and sometimes harmful, as 
Plato and Baudrillard argue. 
 

                                                   
7 Asked about this point, Girard explained that desire is not unconscious as psychanalysts would 
say, but as between non-knowledge and knowledge there is a state of misknowledge, i.e. 
méconnaissance, there is a state of mis-consciousness between consciousness and 
unconsciousness. 
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3.2. Mimesis and the [hi]story of auditing.  
Most of the views on representation and mimesis cited above can be reflected 
in the previous perspectives on auditing. The Platonian view can be recognised 
in the functionalist who sees auditing as a rational mirroring of the truths of 
the object of auditing (Mautz and Sharaf 1961, Flint 1988). The Platonian 
ideal ‘Ideas’ can also be reflected in the audit society thesis which argues that 
auditing as a technology of representation is the realisation, in different 
contexts, of the ideal idea ‘audit’. The auditors in the audit society are similar 
to Plato’s carpenters who make material things according to their archetypical 
idea, but in the audit society thesis auditors make things that differ from their 
originary idea and align them with the deconstructivist approach of the 
postmodern theorisation of mimesis (Derrida, 1981; Deleuze, 1990; 
Baudrillard, 1994). Additionally, the audit society thesis and the audit comfort 
theories (Pentland, 1993; Carrington and Catasús; 2007) echo some of 
Aristotle’s Poetics when it is argued that “auditing has the character of a 
certain kind of organisational script whose dramaturgical essence is the 
production of comfort” (Power, 1997, p. 123) and other emotions like fear 
(Guénin-Paracini, Malsch and Paillé, 2014). Furthermore, as we saw above 
Guénin-Paracini & Gendron (2010) adopt a Girardian view on mimesis when 
they represent auditors as scapegoats that tragically resolve financial [and 
social] crises and give a sense of order in the form of a catharsis 
(Aristotle,1951) for a society in crisis. While the functionalist perspective 
deals with the ‘rational’ mirroring (i.e. mimesis-by-resemblance) and the 
constructivist with the representational translations (i.e. mimesis-by-
difference), the study of Guénin-Paracini and Gendron (2010) draws our 
attention to the historical reality of auditing, i.e. mimetic crises in financial 
spheres as the origin of the ‘sacredness’ of financial auditing.  
 
Financial auditing is essentially related to [social] crises (Jensen and 
Meckling, 1976; Watts and Zimmerman, 1983; Flint 1988, Power, 1997; 
Andon and Free, 2012). Historical studies agree that crises in financial spheres 
are the main reason for the emergence and the success of financial auditing 
(Allen and McDermott,1993; Watts and Zimmerman, 1983). Functionalist 
studies also see audit as a preventive tool against crises that can be caused by 
conflicts of interest (Watts and Zimmerman, 1983, Flint, 1988). Social strand 
studies also see crises of trust in management, organisations and even states 
as the territory of [financial] auditors (Pentland, 2000; Power, 2003; Miller 
and Rose, 2008; Andon and Free, 2012) who paradoxically produce trust 
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through “the institutionalisation of distrust” (Shapiro, 1987, p.635). The 
provision of trust is also paradoxical because, as Power (2003) writes, 
“financial auditing is always engaged in a process of self-reproduction, largely 
because, in order to generate trust in financial statements, audit practice must 
generate trust in itself” (p.380). The way in which financial auditing generates 
trust or more exactly belief in itself is what the study of Guénin-Paracini and 
Gendron (2010) shows by studying the archetypical Enron scandal. In the 
present thesis, this study is considered central to understanding the generative 
link between the reality of audit “as history of failure” (Power, 1997, p.26) 
and its representational ability. 
 
The present thesis adopts a mimetic approach to study the general role of 
auditing and its enactment because it relies on Power’s (1997, p.15) argument 
that considers auditing as a technology of representation constructed in the 
image of a financial audit. However, the starting point of the analysis differs 
from Power’s thesis, which sees the genesis of the representational ability of 
auditing in the metaphysical word ‘audit’. The present thesis aligns instead 
with the Girardian study of Guénin-Paracini and Gendron (2010), which 
explains how financial auditing became a model for audit society and argues 
that ‘in the beginning was not the word audit’, but a scandalous event in the 
financial sphere. The present thesis proposes an analysis in which mimesis is 
the logical precondition of all [semantic] representations. Consequently, the 
‘sacredness’ of the word ‘audit’ is thought to be the result of a mimetic crisis 
in the financial sphere resolved by the sacrifice of the financial auditor 
(Guénin-Paracini and Gendron, 2010). Following the mythology of Girard, 
(1979) this event is considered as the origin, i.e. the myth of the audit culture. 
The representational ability of audit can then be considered as a mimesis of 
this originary myth in the shape of rituals of verifications. However, following 
Aristotle (1951), auditing as a representation in the image of financial audit 
(Power, 1997) is not thought of as a mimesis of what happened in this 
originary event, but of what can happen with this historical event in mind.  
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4. The methodological approach 

Ontologically, the approach of the present thesis is integrative and goes 
beyond the classical division between realism and nominalism (Burrell and 
Morgan, 1979). Seeing mimesis as an imitation of possibilities and having it 
as a theoretical concept, the present thesis assumes a wide ontology that 
encompasses the two: the realism that considers things existing independently 
from individuals’ perception, and the nominalism that defends the view that 
things and the cognition through which individuals perceive them are “made 
up of nothing more than names, concepts, and labels which are used to 
structure reality” (Burrell and Morgan, 1979, p.4). Emphasising possibilities 
instead of “effective facts” (Marcos, 2012, p.113) is a way to see things 
existing independently as possibilities that are the basis for the representations 
and the constructive acts that make them up (Cf. Hines, 1988). In the present 
thesis the real and constructed are joined in the possible, as Marcos (2012, 
p.116) writes “reality is made up of what indeed happens, the actual and by 
possibilities, some of them actualised, other not”. That is, the present thesis 
takes a middle standpoint that revisits a constructivism that radically limits 
auditing to the factual process of [accountability] making (Cf., e.g. Power, 
1996; Jeacle, 2017).  
 
At the epistemological level, the present thesis belongs to the interpretive 
paradigm (Burrell and Morgan, 1979). Interpretation is about construction of 
meaning, and “meaning signifies that upon which the primary project is 
projected, that in terms of which something can be conceived in its possibility 
as what it is” (Heidegger, 1996, p. 298). Concerned with the ontological status 
of audit and using mimesis as a theoretical concept in its inquiry 
(Aristotle,1951, Girard, 1965; Derrida, 1981), the present thesis deals deeply 
with human consciousness and intersubjectivity related to the audit practice in 
order to “understand [its] very basis” (Burrell and Morgan, 1979, p.31). 
However, the interpretive approach of the present thesis does not seek to find 
a hermeneutic ‘truth’ (cf. Francis, 1994; Gadamer, 1960), nor does it adopt a 
relativist hermeneutics in which ‘anything goes’ and meaning is free-floating, 
although it partly draws on Derrida’s deconstruction. Taking a middle 
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standpoint, the present thesis conducts a hermeneutical approach that “does 
not try to seek a way out of physis, which is what the fateful ‘meta’ in 
metaphysics always amounts to, but rather, to get up the nerve to stay with it” 
(Caputo, 1987, p.3). 
 
That is, instead of starting the inquiry into auditing from a metaphysical 
signified like the normative word ‘audit’ (cf. Power, 1997), studying what 
constitutes the role of auditors is based on their concrete doings and the events 
involving them (cf. Mol, 2002). This does not mean theorising auditing only 
in relation to the particularity of different ‘audit spaces’ but to the general 
deferral. The inquiry here is made “in the language of the supplement, of the 
stand-in, of the symbol, of the substitute” (Caputo, 2018, p.322), which means 
studying auditors in their relation to what characterises ‘physis’ in Aristotelian 
terms, namely the flux of the real [life]. In accord with this [deferring] flux, 
knowing what constitutes the role of auditing in the present thesis, demands 
repetition (see Derrida, 1981; Caputo, 1987; Deleuze 1994; Marcos, 2012; 
Kierkegaard, 2013), because, from a mimetic approach, “repetition of "the 
same" units underlies the recognition of pattern. Repetition is therefore 
fundamental to the definition of all cultural objects: of the phoneme, of 
particular kinds of act, of chunks of ritual, art, music, and performance, all of 
which involve meaningful re-enactments in some sense” (Brown, 1999, 
p.223) 
 

4.1. The empirical setting: the repetition of an originary 
event  

The repetition considered in the present thesis is not a repetition of the word 
‘audit’ (cf. Power, 1997) but a repetition of the historical event that made this 
word transcendent (i.e. ‘sacred’) and a shared signified of the audit culture 
(Guénin-Paracini and Gendron, 2010; cf. Shore and Wright, 1999). The 
repetition of the archetypical Enron scandal as an originary event is a starting 
point because it illustrates the mimetic construction of the audit myth (Guénin-
Paracini and Gendron, 2010) that precedes and provides the basis for the 
[political] discursive articulations (i.e. programmes) that promote the mimesis 
of financial auditing as a model for the audit society (cf. Power, 1996; Power, 
1997; Radcliffe, 1998; Skærbæk, 2009; Jeacle and Carter, 2011; Jeacle, 2017). 
Enron is of course not the origin of auditing but a representative event for the 
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historical reality of auditing, i.e. audit failures. It is common that auditing is 
confused with accounting when people in the street or even new business 
studies students are asked about it, but there is almost no one who does not 
relate auditing to Enron. Enron is present in the [un]consciousness of society 
when auditing is recalled. Enron as a representative event (Guénin-Paracini 
and Gendron, 2010) can then be thought as a referent for understanding 
auditing in society. 
 
Consequently, building on the explanations of the study of Guénin-Paracini 
and Gendron (2010), the empirical context of the present thesis has been 
selected on a theoretical basis linked to the repetition, i.e. mimesis of a 
mythical referent (i.e. Enron as a representative reconstruction of the originary 
event from which the audit myth and representation emerged) for audit 
representations. This way of conceptualisation can be compared to 
theorisations that hypothesise the origin of language by plausibly theorising 
an event of a mimetic crisis as the origin of language (See Gans, 1981). Enron 
in this dissertation can be considered as such an event that allows us to 
[re]think the representational ability of auditing. It is of course impossible for 
Enron to be the historical origin of the ‘audit society’ but it can 
anthropologically be considered as a model for understanding the mythical 
origin of the representational ability of auditing. Moreover, the selection of 
the empirical settings deals also with possibilities and takes into consideration 
the two possible endings of an audit: ‘a normally’ accomplished front stage 
audit and an attributed audit failure (i.e. a corporate debacle in which an audit 
is publicly questioned).  
 

4.1.1. The HQ Bank debacle as a repetition of the archetypical 
Enron. 

The first setting represents a repetition of the Enron scandal, i.e. The HQ Bank 
scandal in Sweden. HQ Bank had its licence revoked by the Swedish Financial 
Supervisory Authority (FI) in spite of a clean audit report signed off by a Big 
Four auditor. The event was uncommon in Sweden and engendered dramatic 
accusations against the auditor-in-charge and his audit firm. Enron was 
fervently invoked as a model of the sense-making of the HQ Bank crisis. The 
auditor-in-charge and the audit firm were subjected to a scapegoating process 
similar to the one that the auditors of Arthur Andersen in Enron were subjected 
to (cf. Guénin-Paracini and Gendron, 2010), but the HQ Bank drama had a 
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less tragic denouement than that of Enron. After a ‘lynching’ process in the 
media, the auditor-in-charge (and the audit firm) went through a juridical 
process through which his rehabilitation was established. 
 
In view of the opacity of the audit practice (cf. Power, 1997; Cooper and 
Robson, 2006) and the conditions of professional secrecy that auditors refer 
to when they are solicited by researchers for [ethnographic] empirical 
investigations, studying auditing in such a moment of corporate debacle was 
a unique empirical opportunity in which the negotiation of access was not 
needed because the scandalous and juridical character of corporate debacles 
made the information publicly available. The media ‘lynching’ and juridical 
process even gave access to internal information that documents the actions 
of auditors at work concretely, which was helpful to understand, illustrate and 
theorise the role of auditors beyond the front stage representations of the audit 
practice (Goffman, 1967; Power, 2003).  
 

4.1.2. Rituals of verification as a repetition of the audit myth 
The ‘frontstage’ representations of the audit practice were also an important 
setting to illustrate the enactment of the role of auditors because they 
constituted rituals of verification (Pentland, 1993; Power, 1997) and the ritual 
is a repetition and reproduction of a myth (see e.g. Girard, 1979; Frazer, 1990; 
Campbell, 2008; Jung, 2021). When the ritual of verification is performed it 
is the audit myth that is recalled, and in this way, auditors enact and mediate 
this myth to other social actors (i.e. auditees). Studying rituals of verification 
(Pentland, 1993; Power, 1997) then allows us to understand auditors’ (with 
others) [re]writing of the audit cultural model (cf. Power, 1997) through their 
experience of (Covaleski and Dirsmith, 1990) and descriptions of these rituals 
(Czarniawska, 2014). In effect, studying auditing in the present thesis does not 
differ in form from methods used by other interpretive researchers who try to 
study the auditors of the big accounting firms to develop theorisations about 
auditing, because it is these organisations that dominate and represent auditing 
generally. That is, to understand auditing, the present thesis, like any other 
audit research, approached auditors from the big accounting firms but with 
another analytical approach that went beyond the views that consider auditing 
a classical verification (Mautz and Sharaf 1961, Flint 1988) and fact 
construction (Power, 1996). The present thesis investigates the ritual of 
verification as a mimesis of the audit mythos. 
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4.2. Notes on methods 
The present thesis is conceptualised as an interpretative event recalling, and 
this recalling characterises also the engagement with the empirical corpus of 
the thesis constituted mainly of publicly available documents (i.e. media 
articles and judicial documents), interviews and observations. While 
observations were used as a means of structuring the material and not so much 
as analysed empirical material (see paper 2), documents and interviews were 
collected with a certain consciousness and prudence about the risk of 
romanticisation of the stories emerging from the representation of the event/s 
(cf. Alvesson, 2003). Recalling an event from memory, in the form of 
inscriptions (i.e. documents) or mentally (i.e. interviews), produces 
representations in which the shadows of the self and interests are present. 
 
Stories that emerge from the face-to-face situation of an interview are 
juxtaposed with the ‘self-representation’ (Goffman, 1967) of the interviewee 
[and the interviewer]. In this sense, instead of echoing the recalled event, the 
latter is re-enacted by the ‘selves’ to engage in some romanticisations that 
sometimes overwhelm the factual in the studied phenomenon (Girard, 1961, 
Alvesson, 2003). Therefore, when performing the interviews, the discussion 
with the interviewed auditors was directed beyond the idealistic [self-] 
representations and the understanding of their role by trying to focus on a 
specific real audit as the subject of the interviews, i.e. a real audit event. In 
this way the interviews were also directed beyond the boundary of their 
locations, i.e. the situation of the interview (cf. Alvesson, 2003). This 
approach was adopted to avoid as much as possible the face-to-face play (cf. 
Goffman, 1967), trying to make the stories that emerged from the interviews 
more ‘reliable’; related to a historical point and a really experienced situation 
recalled from the memory of the interviewees. 
 
Likewise, documents are “the result of the translation of one’s interest into 
material form” (Callon, 1991, p.143). This means that different interests of 
different actors are materialised in the stories provided by these texts. 
Structuralist, post-structuralist and socio-materialist analyses engage with the 
text by posing the central question: ‘How does the text say it?’ instead of the 
classical hermeneutic question ‘What does the text say?’ (Czarniawska, 2014, 
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p.117). While the emphasis is on the form in the how question and the content 
in the what question, the approach of the present thesis sees the two as 
interrelated in its engagement with documents as empirical material. 
Interpreting a historical event, as is the case in two papers of the present thesis, 
necessitates seeing texts that represent the event as a reproduction and a 
stabilisation of different controversies and views about one [historical] fact. 
That is, in the hermeneutic approach of the present thesis, facts matter because 
from a mimetic perspective (see Girard, 2017), facts and their interpretations 
are interrelated through the basic mimetic structure/network of representation 
(i.e. what is represented, how it is represented and by whom). 
 
“Without bold interpretation and theorising, the qualitative study is just a 
collection of engaging field detail” (Vaivio, 2008, p. 76). Theorisations in the 
present thesis are carried out through the use, instead of application (cf. Rorty, 
1989), of what Lukka and Vinnari (2014) call method theories. A theory is a 
unity in the shape of a rational coherent story while the empirical material is 
a confusing diversity of ‘things’. The theorisation work is done with a sense 
of repetition; a re-enactment of the ‘rationality’ of the theory in the ‘chaos’ of 
the empirical material to engender a plausible understanding of auditing (cf. 
Ahrens and Chapman, 2006). In this re-enactment what seems a united theory 
is cracked and the dispersed empirics are united to construct something new 
like a marriage between two partners that engenders a third being. The 
resemblance or not of the latter to its engendering elements is a result of the 
‘destabilising’ process of the rearrangement between theory and empirics (cf. 
Caputo, 2018). When the theorisation is more like the mobilised theory, then 
the interpretation is more toward the transposition of a ‘robust’ method theory, 
and in contrast. when the empirical takes over this theory, theorisation takes 
the form of an avènement in Derridean terms, i.e. the emergence of something 
surprising and significant even for the method theory. The new in the 
theorisation can then take two forms: a new understanding in the context of 
the domain theory (Lukka and Vinnari, 2014) and a new understanding in both 
the latter and the mobilised method theory.  
 
The two forms of theorisation can be found in the present thesis although the 
emphasis is put on the first. For instance, in the theorisation of the HQ Bank 
case by the mobilisation of the Girardian theoretical corpus, the 
[capital] market is understood differently from Girard’s view on the market. 
Girard sees the market as a space where created things are multiplied through 
a mimetic mechanism and in this way the market does not define our needs. 
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In contrast, one of the contributions of the present thesis is that the capital 
market is a [supra] being that acts upon us in a way that redefines the meaning 
of our being. While Girard conceptualises the market in relation to the making 
of objects that stimulates the needs of the [mimetic] actors, the present thesis 
instead provides an understanding that relates the markets to the subjects and 
their self-perception. This aspect of subjectivity was taken into consideration 
and the role of auditing has been theorised using a critical approach of the 
neoliberal system that can be seen as the antithesis of the Girardian theory. 
The theorisation of the present thesis did not however engage in an explicit 
revision of the Girardian theory, but focused instead on its own theoretical 
aim. 
 
The theorisation of the present thesis took into consideration the fact that the 
functionalist and the constructivist perspectives on auditing are opposite at the 
meta-theoretical level. Having the aim of reuniting the two affects the 
theorisation and its level of abstraction. Therefore, the contribution 
engendered from the theorisation of the present thesis was in a sense beyond 
the domain theory (Lukka and Vinnari, 2014). It is a theorisation on and not 
in [theories of] auditing and in this way, it contributes with a conceptualisation 
of the general role of auditing in a way that it is mainly related to the 
assumptions of the functionalist and the constructivist perspectives. While the 
role of auditing in the first is related to the discovery of facts and in the second 
to the construction of facts, the present theorisation relates this role to dealing 
with possibilities that, as we saw in the theoretical section above, integrate 
both the construction and discovery of facts (Marcos, 2012) 
 

4.3. A reflexive note 
Possibilities are not visible as facts and this makes the showing (Golden-
Biddle and Locke, 2007) in the demonstrative part of the thesis sometimes 
challenging. To cope with the challenge of ‘showing’, interpretive researchers 
often opt to find new contexts where one can ‘find exciting and rich empirical 
material’ to demonstrate something new. Ph.D. students are often socialised 
with this idea of finding ‘exotic’ empirical domains and large amounts of data 
that preferably include an ethnographic part in which the researcher witnesses 
with her eyes/feelings what she shows the audience in her thesis. The question 
what are you studying? rarely refers nowadays to the thesis theorisation but to 
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the contexts that allow a huge quantity of ‘different’ empirics to be collected. 
It is with this attitude that Michael Power was criticised and ‘accused’ of being 
“selective in the evidence used to support his arguments” (Humphrey and 
Owen, 2000, p. 30) and “aversive to empirics” (Maltby, 2008, p.395). 
 
In effect, the auditability thesis of Michael Power, like the present thesis, deals 
with the possible, and possibility differs from necessity when it comes to truth-
worthiness as the following quote shows: 

It is true that Michael Jordan is a great basketball player, and it is true that all 
bachelors are unmarried. Although each of these is a truth, there is a big 
difference between them. The first truth might have been false. But the second 
truth could not have been false.                
                  (Conee and Sider, 2014, p.6) 

 
Demanding ‘dense’ facts can be understood in a sense as a positivist demarche 
that emphasises the search of proof for an a priori hypothesis, which 
contradicts the idea of interpretive research, which is concerned with the 
plausibility of the theorisation. Of course, researchers who fervently desire 
‘more different data’ do not want to achieve unfalsifiable theorisations 
(Popper, 2014), but only opt to be credible by giving a ‘materiality’ to their 
stories and a general sense to their conclusions. But despite the [meta-
theoretical] complications that such theorisations suffer from (see Dai, Free 
and Gendron, 2016), from an interpretive point of view, this does not make 
them better than theorisations that are, as Power’s is, ‘selective in the evidence 
used to support the arguments’.  
 
Theorisation is indeed an interpretation, and what makes an interpretation 
more credible than another is the transparency of the interpretive demarche, 
which should not “pretend to be a know-it-all” and it is not a how-to-
manual...[but] show people how to understand what is going on” (Caputo, 
2018, p.6). According to these criteria, Power’s (1996, 1997) auditability 
thesis provides a high-quality interpretation that explains auditing by showing 
the function of auditing in different contexts and by mobilising diverse 
theories, and sometimes elusive vocabularies, which represent auditing as a 
complex mystery (cf. Alvesson and Kärreman, 2011). However, there is a 
golden rule in interpretation: do not multiply a mystery without necessity! The 
present thesis sees the approach of the audit society as complicated; therefore, 
it proposes a simpler theorisation of auditing by mobilising one theoretical 
concept (i.e. mimesis), rereading what is known as auditing (i.e. financial 
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auditing) and in this way relying on the law of parsimony (i.e. Ockham’s 
razor): the simplest explanation is usually the best one. With that said, the 
empirical corpus of the present thesis may be ‘boring’ for an empiricophile 
who sees it as a repetition of what we empirically already know, but repetitio 
est mater studiorum, and it is the ‘mothers’ that can engender new ‘stuff’.  
 
Repetition is what I have tried to exercise in this dissertation. In my view, it is 
repetition as a hermeneutic art that saves the researcher from falling into the 
trap of (i) the rigidity of concepts and (ii) the confusing multiplicity of facts 
[constructions] (See Caputo, 2018). As postmodern researchers, we are done 
with the rationalism and the objectivism of the modern worldview (Cf. 
Foucault, 1961; 2005) and we also do not accept the absurdity of a ‘Trumpian 
worldview’, i.e. a post-truth worldview in which anything goes, often with the 
support of ‘alternative facts’. Like an artist, the researcher sees with her 
creativity the general in the particular and reproduces the concepts by relying 
on the possibilities that emerge in the empirical contexts. In this way, her 
demarche does not reject the concepts but gives them other possible meanings 
because as Heidegger (1996, p.298) says in his being and time: “meaning is 
that in which intelligibility of something keeps itself... in terms of which 
something can be conceived in its possibility as what it is”. Repetition can then 
be considered as a journey of creative discovery (See Marcos, 2012) that starts 
from established concepts and continues through a ‘discussion’ with these 
concepts in a ‘positive’ deconstructive spirit in order to open new horizons of 
becoming (Derrida,1997). In this way, the established concepts become 
something else without becoming something else. Even the contextual 
empirical investigation and the stories emerging from it get a philosophical 
dimension, which means that they strive for a reasonable truth without a 
capital ‘T’ since knowledge is still a process of getting at the truth.  
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5. Introducing the research papers  

The three research papers composing the demonstrative part of the present 
dissertation illustrate the generative role of auditing and its enactment by 
auditors in different situations. They are all concerned with financial auditing, 
but they differ when it comes to setting, empirical material and theoretical 
framework. The three papers deal with the main paradoxes/enigmas of 
auditing portrayed in the audit society thesis, i.e. when auditing fails we need 
more auditing, the self-reproductive character of auditing and the production 
of auditors’ [self] assurance. The common thread between them is that their 
different theoretical frameworks have the same central theoretical concept, i.e. 
mimesis. Below, an overview of the papers and their contributions in 
answering the overall research question and achieving the aims of the present 
dissertation are outlined. 
 

5.1. Paper 1: Auditors and the resilience of 
neoliberalism. 

The first paper illustrates a repetition of the historical reality of auditing 
represented by the archetypical Enron scandal (cf. Derrida, 1981; Deleuze 
1994; Marcos, 2012; Kierkegaard, 2013). It is a study of a Swedish financial 
debacle (i.e. HQ Bank) in which Enron has been invoked as a model of crisis 
management but with a different denouement. The Enron scandal, studied by 
Guénin-Paracini and Gendron (2010), shows a tragic sense-making carried out 
through the subjection of auditors to a scapegoating process, which produces 
a cathartic feeling of order for the [economic] community and paradoxically 
the sacralisation of the auditor who becomes a shared cultural figure for the 
public. Relatedly, paper 1 builds on the study of Guénin-Paracini and Gendron 
(2010) and follows its Girardian perspective in explaining the enigma ‘when 
auditing fails we need more auditing’ by the ‘sacred’, but shows that this 
sacred can be indicated instead of constructed through a scapegoating process 
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as is the case in the study of Guénin-Paracini and Gendron (2010). The 
persecutions of HQ Bank’s auditors are similar to those of Enron’s until 
another, superior, ‘sacred’ is invoked, namely the capital market. At that point, 
the persecution of the auditors stops and they are allowed to be reintegrated 
into the community as an imitable substitute for the ‘inimitable’ [capital] 
market. In that way, social actors find meaning for their [calculative] choices 
and representations.  
  
By highlighting this aspect of ‘care of the self and the will to freedom’ among 
social actors (cf. Foucault,1982) and adopting the thesis that crises in the 
financial sphere reinforce neoliberalism (cf. Guénin-Paracini, Gendron, and 
Morales, 2014), paper 1 situates the auditor in the neoliberal cosmology and 
shows the role of auditors around the capital market. The latter is considered 
here as a transcendent ‘deity’ that occupies the centre of the economic 
system(cf. Cox, 2017) and whose presence destabilises the sense of freedom 
among social actors and their actions of [calculative] representations. The role 
of mediation that paper 1 reveals with a Girardian analysis of the HQ Bank 
debacle consists of creating imaginary worlds for social actors to escape the 
awareness about transcendence/presence of the capital market as well as their 
insufficient selves (Girard, 1965; cf. Foucault, 1982). These imaginary worlds 
allow social actors to generate meaningful [calculative and self-] 
representations. 
 
Starting from the historical cause of auditing, i.e. scandals in the financial 
sphere, paper 1 [hypothetically] reconstructs the origin of the representational 
ability of auditing. Instead of relating this ability to a metaphysical concept, 
i.e. the vague word ‘audit’ (Power, 1997), it proposes a theorisation that 
presupposes that mimesis sets the scene for any linguistic articulation or 
representation. The paper illustrates how the mimetic sense-making of 
scandals in the financial sphere sets a scene constituted of peripheral, 
insignificant social actors in front of a transcendental capital market that 
occupies the centre. By occupying a position between the social actors and the 
capital market, auditors supplement the latter (Derrida, 1981) and stand in its 
place, thereby making the process of [self-]representation possible in an as if 
fashion. Paper 1, then, contributes by bringing down to earth the metaphysics 
of audit by showing that the representational ability of auditing originates 
from the [capital] market and its asymmetrical relation to the social sphere, 
which needs an ontological mediation embodied by the presence of auditors, 
who in turn create imaginary worlds for [self-] representation. Furthermore, 
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the paper reaffirms the mediating role of auditors between the [capital] market 
and social sphere, but unlike the functionalist theorisation it illustrates the 
creative aspect of this mediation and in this way reconciles the functionalist 
(Mautz and Sharaf 1961; Jensen and Meckling, 1976; Watts and Zimmerman, 
1983; Flint 1988) and the constructive perspectives (Power, 1996; 1997) in 
one theorisation that gives the mediation role of auditing an ontological 
dimension that emphasises how auditors deal with the possibility of 
be[com]ing of ‘things’. 
 

5.2. Paper 2: The self-reproduction and counterfactuality 
of auditing 

The second paper is a continuation of the first paper. It theorises the HQ Bank 
case in a formal setting, namely in a courtroom where the accusation of HQ 
Bank’s auditor is repeated (cf. Derrida, 1981; Deleuze 1994; Marcos, 2012; 
Kierkegaard, 2013). After the public prosecution failed to find the auditor 
responsible for the HQ Bank debacle, the judicial prosecution took over the 
case in order to resolve it efficiently by a public exposition and a rational 
examination of the audit process of HQ Bank’s accounting in relation to the 
applied rules. This unveiling of the audit process can be understood as a 
veiling of another ‘bearish reality’, namely “the market as the ultimate 
‘auditor’ of asset and liability values” (Power, 2010, p.198), and the [re-] 
‘institutionalisation’ of its substitute (Cf. Garapon, 2001) by the juridical 
rehabilitation of the auditor. Since the opacity of the audit process was not 
maintained in the courtroom, the HQ Bank case gave the opportunity to revisit 
theorisations that explain the self-reproduction of auditing with the opacity of 
the audit process (cf. Humphrey, Moizer and Turley, 1992; Power, 1997). 
 
Paper 2 starts from the assumption that “financial auditing is always engaged 
in a process of self-reproduction” (Power, 2003, p.380) and draws upon a 
mimetic theory that considers self-reproduction in financial spheres as a 
counterfactual coordination of actions through a conception of the future that 
the actors [would] share, adopt and then reproduce (Dupuy, 2014). With this 
framework and an exposed audit process, paper 2 proposes an alternative 
explanation for the self-reproduction of auditing by highlighting the aspect of 
time, which has been neglected by previous theorisations and particularly in 
the audit society thesis (Power, 1997). The paper illustrates how a dissonance 
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in the matter of time between a future-oriented market view and a history-
oriented entity view give the opportunity to the HQ auditor to defend and 
reaffirm the mediating role of auditing between the market and economic 
entities. The paper also illustrates that the gap between the future and past 
necessitates an ontological mediation that auditing enacts with its presence 
and the creation of imaginary enactable possibilities to produce [truthful] 
accounting representations. 
 
By highlighting the time-based counterfactuality of the audit process, paper 2 
argues that the representational and the historical are linked in auditing, and 
demonstrates that the representational ability of auditing, like in paper 1, starts 
by looking at the [capital] market and its future, which auditors reframe into 
possibilities [mimetically] that are enactable by the auditees to actualise 
plausible accounting representations. Paper 2 relates representations to the 
future because they are results of expectations and verification of the 
historical. In doing so it illustrates that the two are linked by means of 
imaginary ‘cognitive’ work (i.e. counterfactuality). Like paper 1, paper 2 fills 
the main epistemological gap that the audit society thesis suffers from (i.e. not 
linking representation to its referent) and reconciles the functionalist emphasis 
on the real and the representation-based constructivist perspectives on 
auditing.  
 

5.3. Paper 3: Auditing as the poetic production of 
assurance  

Paper 3 demonstrates the repetition of the audit myth (cf. Derrida, 1981; 
Deleuze 1994; Marcos, 2012; Kierkegaard, 2013). The latter, as the study of 
Guénin-Paracini and Gendron (2010) shows, is a result of a tragic event in 
which a scapegoated auditor became a reference for society. From such 
events, juridical and political actions ensue and take over the task of order 
establishment in society with the objective of preventing the recurrence of 
such debacles through creating rules (Girard, 1979). The Sarbanes-Oxley Act 
that emerged in the aftermath of the Enron scandal is an illustrative example 
for this rule development process. Historical studies show also how this 
process of rule development includes juridical processes (cf. Klemcke, 
2018) and politics (Young, 2006), which mythise such events as constructions 
in documents, i.e. standards. Following this course of thinking, paper 3 can be 
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related to paper 1 and paper 2 by considering that the ideal auditor around 
which the audit standards gravitate is an inscribed form of the mythical auditor 
that emerged from the scapegoating event (Guénin-Paracini and Gendron, 
2010), juridical processes and [self]regulative actions that follow a tragic 
scandal. Consequently, the audit standards can be considered to be an 
inscribed version of the audit myth, which makes its enactment, i.e. the ritual 
of verifications, a representation of this myth. 
 
The paper starts from the basic idea that auditors assure themselves before 
assuring others (Power, 2003, Pentland, 1993) and that audit assurance is “an 
impossible mission” (Guénin-Paracini, Malsch and Paillé, 2014, p.272). In 
this sense, the rituals of verifications constitute a witnessing of something 
unwitnessable, i.e. the truthfulness of the financial statements. The truth of 
financial statements is an impossibility, but, as Macintosh (2001) argues, it is 
one that is mythically expected by users and society in general. Witnessing 
the truth of financial statements is then making the impossible possible by 
representing the myth in the real world through the certifying process. This 
process of “certifying the unknowable” (Pentland, 1993, p.611) is studied by 
using Aristotle’s Poetics interpreted as a mimetic theory of knowledge 
production (Marcos, 2012) to deconstruct auditing’s “dramaturgical essence” 
(Power, 1997, p.123).  
 
The deconstruction of the dramaturgical essence of auditing means going 
beyond the explanations that focus on the emotional (Pentland, 1993; Power, 
1997; Carrington and Catasús, 2007; Guénin-Paracini, Malsch and Paillé, 
2014) and also the rational (e. g. Mautz and Sharaf 1961, Flint 1988, Francis, 
1994) as kinds of certifications of financial statements. Similarly to the study 
of Guénin-Paracini, Malsch and Paillé (2014), paper 3 assumes that the 
impossibility of the audit mission is related to the question of where the 
evidence that auditors rely on in their certifications is located and not only the 
kind and the quantity of this evidence. By taking this position, the paper shows 
that the auditor’s role is enacted in a way that makes the impossible possible 
through the generation of an imaginary space of certification in which auditors 
experience a eureka-like event (i.e. a clarificative catharsis) that gives a certain 
belief to the auditor about the accuracy of the audited financial statements. 
With this imaginary aspect of certification, paper 3 shows that auditors deal 
primarily with possibilities, and proposes a theorisation that reconciles the 
constructive and the functionalist perspectives.  



37 

6. Concluding discussion 

The research papers that constitute the present thesis illustrate that the role of 
auditors involves the creation of imaginary worlds that are necessary for 
representation. In the first paper, an imaginary world is generated indicatively 
through the enactment by auditors of a mediating role between the [capital] 
market and the social sphere, which makes the generation of meaningful 
[calculative and self-] representations possible. In the second paper, an 
imaginary world of possibilities for the production of [truthful] accounting 
representations is created counterfactually in a mediation between an 
economic entity (HQ Bank) and the [capital] market. In the third paper, the 
enactment of the auditor’s role is to heuristically create an imaginary space of 
certification to mentally represent and ‘find’, or creatively discover, evidence 
to provide assurance about the truthfulness of the accounting representations 
of the entities they audit. 
 
The necessity of creating these imaginary worlds for representation is due in 
the first paper to the impossibility for social actors to find meaning in their 
calculative choices when there is an awareness about the transcendence of a 
[capital] market that ultimately defines the values of things. In the second 
paper, the [capital] market, which is in a sense also the “the ultimate ‘auditor’ 
of asset and liability values” (Power, 2010, p.198) in the future, is a significant 
unreachable actor that can only be met [through calculations] by way of an 
imaginary thinking that makes the market present through a substitution 
enacted by auditors in a self-transcendent fashion (i.e. a counterfactual 
coordination of actions through a conception of the future that the actors share, 
adopt and then reproduce). In the third paper, the creation of an imaginary 
space is indispensable to make the audit mission possible because, as Guénin-
Paracini, Malsch and Paillé, (2014) state, this mission is impossible in the 
‘physical’ world. Auditors in this paper also strive for a certain transcendence 
so they can go beyond their localist judgement. In sum, read together, the 
papers propose a theorisation that takes into consideration the importance of 
the imaginary in understanding the representational ability of auditing and the 
role of auditors, as supplements to the [capital]market [and accounting 
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representation], from the perspective of the public, the auditors themselves 
and audit research. 
 
Assuming that the [capital]market is a supra being that, [in]directly and 
principally acts upon the [calculative] choices of social actors (cf. Polanyi, 
1977; Slater and Tonkiss, 2013), and needs to be supplemented by the 
mediating role of the auditor, the present thesis proposes a view in which 
accounting representation takes the form of a loop that by the mediation of 
auditors starts from, and ideally ends at, the market where the corresponding 
referent of this representation would be in the future. As paper 1 demonstrates, 
auditors distance social actors from the market to allow social actors to 
develop meaningful accounting representation and also neutralise their 
“attitude to consider their views equal to the market’s” (Barker and Schulte, 
2017, p.65), which makes accounting representation different from its referent 
rather than corresponding to it. To give a chance to the accounting 
representation to correspond to its hypothetical referent, auditors supplement 
the view of the market by their indications i.e. recommendations 
communicated to the auditees in a linguistic form i.e. ‘accounting talk’ (cf. 
Ahrens, 1997), which puts the referent “in a play of difference and deferral” 
(McKernan, 2011, p. 699) and gives the representation of the referent the 
possibility to be believed and translated into an inscribed representation 
through the [calculative] choices of social actors. The ideal scenario to make 
the accounting representation correspond to its referent is, as paper 2 shows, 
that the indications of auditors toward the market become like an ‘obligatory 
point of passage’ (cf. Callon, 1986) in the production of accounting 
representation. This makes the accounting representation counterfactually 
reproduce its referent in the future (i.e. the hypothetical value that the market 
determines) and thus become true8.  
 
Telling the truth about accounting representation is what the public expects 
from auditors (Macintosh, 2001, Bayou, Reinstein and Williams, 2011). This 
expectation becomes radical when corporate debacles occur, to the point that 
it seems that the public longs for absolute truth. At such times, the public 
“refer to false, misleading, or fraudulent financial statements as if there could 
exist true, not misleading, and not fraudulent ones” (Bayou, Reinstein and 
Williams, 2011, p.122). The present thesis shows that auditors in a sense do 
‘tell the truth’ about accounting representation, i.e. that the real value of things 

                                                   
8 This means that the truth of accounting representation is an unachievable truth-in-the-making.  
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is determined by the market (e.g. paper 1 and paper 2) but they ‘[re]formulate’ 
this ‘truth’ (i.e. in the form of speculative correspondence between the 
representation and the [hypothetical] market value as a referent) in a way that 
allows it to happen in an as if world (a future that possibly will never come). 
To give this truth, expected by society, a ‘chance’ to exist in the real world, 
social actors have to keep believing in the signs produced by auditors (i.e. 
recommendations for the amelioration of the quality of accounting 
representation in paper 2, audit reports). The judgement of the auditor can then 
be seen as a promise that keeps be[com]ing true [and is performative] as long 
as the social actors concerned with accounting representation keep believing 
in it, even if with a bad faith attitude. That is, the truth that auditors tell society 
about accounting representation is a substitute for the truth that allows the 
veiling of a truth that society knows but wants to hide, namely that it is the 
market that [in principle] determines the real values of things. 
 
In contrast to the public’s expectations, auditors from their side ceaselessly 
emphasise that their role is only to provide reasonable assurance about the 
truthfulness of accounting representation. The present thesis shows that 
auditors provide assurance by relying essentially on imagining possibilities. 
As paper 2 shows, this is done by constructing a counterfactual link between 
the market and accounting representation through auditees’ belief in auditors’ 
recommendations, in order to generate [truthful] accounting representations. 
In turn, paper 3 shows how possibilities are imagined through a heuristic 
demarche that leads the auditor to believe in the truthfulness of accounting. 
Through counterfactuals and heuristics, auditors are indeed rational in their 
auditing because they work by separating false from true possibilities and keep 
tracking the believable ones (Byrne, 2007). The impossibility of verifying the 
audit object (Guénin-Paracini, Malsch and Paillé, 2014) challenges auditors’ 
rationality and calls for a supplement in the form of belief, and as we know, 
the supplement takes the place of what it supplements (Derrida, 1981). The 
reasonable assurance that auditors produce can then be seen as a belief that is 
“rational and yet madly optimistic at the same time” (Dupuy, 2014, p.27) 
because, as papers 2 and 3 show, auditors are aware that the truthfulness of 
accounting representation is impossible in the actual moment of verification 
and dependent on what happens in the future. So, the reasonable assurance 
that auditors produce matches the truth expected by the public because it is 
impossible in the present but possible in imagined worlds where belief is a 
more plausible form of knowing than facts (Cf. Britton, 2003). 
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Audit research, for its part, has perceived auditing as an applied science in 
which auditors verify facts to tell the truth about accounting representations 
(Mautz and Sharaf 1961, Flint 1988, Francis, 1994), or as a ‘science in action’ 
in which auditors are involved in processes of fact construction that engender 
accounting representation though contextual ‘regimes of truth’ (Power, 1996, 
1997). While the first perspective relies on the premise that accounting 
representation should correspond to a referent ‘out there’ or cohere with a 
referent’s reality, the second rejects the idea that there are truths out there and 
argues that auditors give accounting representations a legitimacy that “stems 
not from any sacred covenant with society, but rather it is the result of the 
historical and ongoing battles” (Macintosh, 2001, p. 249). In contrast to these 
two perspectives, the present thesis sees auditing as a science in potency (cf. 
Marcos, 2012); an art that deals essentially with imaginary facts (i.e. 
‘ficts’/possibilities) and gives accounting representation a ‘poetic’ truth, i.e. a 
verisimilitude (Aristotle, 1951) that promotes the suspension of the crisis of 
representation that accounting suffers from and which Macintosh (2001, p. 
224) describes as “the widespread loss of faith in the belief that representation 
can adequately bring the true meaning of some out there thing”.  
 
The crisis of representation of accounting is fundamentally an ontological 
problem before being an epistemological [and ethical] one, which makes all 
epistemological dealings with it insufficient. The production of legitimacy and 
comfort could be adequate if accounting representation needed only 
convention around it and purification (cf. Pentland, 1993; Power, 1996; 
Power, 1997; Power, 2003). However, accounting representation continuously 
needs to be believed (Macintosh, 2001) and therefore the problem of 
accounting cannot be only about the kind of justification. With this ‘crisis of 
faith’, even the most rational justification that the functionalist perspective 
advocates (Mautz and Sharaf 1961, Flint 1988, Francis, 1994) becomes an 
impossible search for a truth of accounting representation unless the ‘out 
there’ does not refer to the here and now. The present thesis shows that 
auditors deal with [accounting] representation within imaginary spaces and in 
this way transform, like fiction does (cf. Aristotle, 1951), the impossibility of 
accounting truth into a ‘faith in the belief that representation can bring the 
true’ (Macintosh, 2001), which defers the crisis of accounting representation 
into the future. This is done by enacting an ontological mediating role between 
the Other (i.e. a transcendent market and what it denotes) and [calculative] 
social actors.  
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Adopting a mimetic perspective, the present thesis sees the market as a 
transcendent being because it is basically sacrificial (e.g. the ‘sacrifice’ of 
capital and more dramatically the ‘losers’) and this sacrificial character makes 
it sacred (Girard, 1979; Müller, 1996). Through their mediating role, auditors 
supplement the transcendent market (cf. Derrida, 1981) and give the 
calculative actions they come into contact with in the social sphere a touch of 
transcendence (i.e. signature) to connect them to the market (cf. Pentland, 
1993). The latter however is also immanent, or as Polanyi (2018) says, 
embedded in the social sphere since we are living in a market society (Slater 
and Tonkiss, 2013), which makes the market self-transcendent with a robust 
capability for renewal (see Dupuy, 2014). This self-renewing character of the 
market makes the mediation of auditors between it and the social useless, but 
paradoxically indispensable because, as paper 2 of the present thesis shows, 
self-transcendence does not work without a convention between social actors 
based on a faith in an image of the future that auditors stimulate. From this 
view, the audit society (cf. Power, 1997) is no more than a market society in 
which auditors play a crucial role by stimulating faith, which may by 
extension aid and motivate us to view this society beyond its ‘secularity’. 
 
In sociology, famous thinkers have already indicated the importance of 
studying [Western] societies with a post-secular lens (see Habermas, 2008; 
McLennan, 2010; Rosati, 2010). The majority of these thinkers argue for this 
approach by highlighting the immigration from non-secular societies and the 
Judeo-Christian values that Western culture relies on (Berger, 1999; Eder, 
2006; Habermas, 2008). Other scholars interested in studying the economic 
system of Western societies have recently argued, as Weber ([1905] 2002) 
once noticed, that this system is religious in its spirit and has in fact never been 
secular (see Cox, 2017; Dupuy, 2020).  Some rare accounting studies can be 
considered as the precursors of a post-secular turn in the sociological strand 
of accounting research because they show the importance of taking into 
consideration the anthropological role of the ‘sacred’ in analysing auditing 
(Guénin-Paracini and Gendron, 2010) and the financial spheres (Guénin-
Paracini, Gendron, and Morales, 2014). The present thesis aligns itself with 
these studies. 
 
Furthermore, the present thesis encourages the study of auditing with a 
sociology of the imaginary (Durand,1994; Castoriadis,1997; Lacan, 2001). 
This is because auditors deal primarily with financial information and 
practices within a speculative system (Gomez, 2019). Within the IFRS regime, 



42 

for instance, accounting numbers are nowadays principally made in relation 
to the hypothetical market view (see Power, 2010; Barker and Schulte, 2017), 
which requires a projection into the future and an ‘imaginary work’ of 
processing possibilities to judge the accuracy of the numbers. The same is true 
if one considers auditing a technology that realises governing programmes, 
because these programmes are aspirations and have been described as 
‘dreams’ that are waiting to be translated, with the involvement of accounting 
and auditing, into reality (Miller and Rose, 1990, Miller and O'Leary,1987; 
Miller, 1992; Power,1996; Power, 1997; Radcliffe,1998; Radcliffe,1999; 
Gendron et al.,2007; Mennicken and Miller, 2014). The realisation of these 
programmes necessitates dealing with their ‘fictional’ nature and what could 
be (cf. Hines, 1988; Miller and Rose, 1990) before their translation into factual 
realisation. Moreover, the auditor is a ‘shared cultural image’ in [the market] 
society (Pentland, 1993; Guénin-Paracini and Gendron, 2010; Picard, 
Durocher, and Gendron, 2014) which means that she is a part of the collective 
imagination of society. That is, as Castoriadis (1997) and Baudrillard (1994) 
would say and as we see in the present thesis, auditing is above all about 
imaginary signification that paradoxically indicates the believable in the non-
real. 
 
To conclude, we return to the beginning, namely to the question ‘What is 
auditing?’ Indicating the believable in the realm of the imaginary means that 
auditing goes beyond the classical verification and/of the factual 
representation of economic reality. Auditors verify a reality that is impossible 
to represent in the physical space by recontextualising it to imaginary worlds 
that can take the form of (i) an ‘existential’ space that allows the neutralisation 
of [the struggles of ] politics, and social actors to find meaning in their 
subjectivity (paper 1), (ii) a space for the stabilisation of a realisable vision 
that links the future with its past (paper 2), and (iii) a space for making the 
practice of certification of accounting representation possible (paper 3). All 
this stimulates a certain faith/belief among auditors themselves and 
[calculative] social actors that is useless from the perspective of the logic of 
facts, but indispensable to make: (i) the factual representation of economic 
reality i.e. accounting numbers relevant (cf. Graaf, 2016), (ii) the coordination 
mechanisms that are the key for the functioning of the capital markets and the 
economic system in general possible (cf. Dupuy, 2020). Moreover, such 
stimulation of faith helps to give a meaningfulness to the subjectivity and 
decision-making of [calculative] social actors in relation to an imagined future 
(cf. Mouritsen and Kreiner, 2016).  
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