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The shop, the factory, the office: these appear, to the popular imaginary, as 

natural sites for accounting, and for accountants. They are the places where 

accounting is usually said to be invented and practised, the places where accounting 

sustains business. The shop stands for commerce, which reportedly saw the 

emergence of double-entry bookkeeping in the so-called ‘commercial revolution’ of 

the early-modern times. The factory stands out as the chief target of management 

accounting from the nineteenth century and its ‘industrial revolution’. The office is 

where accounting clerks work, but also itself an object of productive accountability in 

the ‘service economy’ of the twentieth century. 

The farm, on the contrary, seems like a distant, almost exotic site for 

accounting. Who would ever picture the accountant in the fields? This impression is 

the consequence of a long-standing and more general historiographical bias in the 

study of agriculture. It is not just agricultural lands that were enclosed in the late-

modern period; scholarship on agriculture was also a victim of enclosure. Even 
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though agriculture continued to employ more than a third of the global population 

until very recently, whatever happened in the rural areas was generally understood as 

a side effect of changes, or even of ‘revolutions’, initiated elsewhere, in the cities, in 

other sectors of the economy. When it was not their decline – for instance their 

demographic decline – that was emphasised, farms and fields were seen as objects of 

‘modernisation’, under the exclusive influence of methods born outside of agriculture. 

They were not considered as spaces that were part and parcel of these changes, as 

quasi-laboratories where practices and technologies, even when imported from 

outside, were (re)invented and tried for the specific purpose of the productive 

exploitation of plants and animals and within the specific historical contexts of 

agricultural production. 

This view has however receded in recent years. For the past two decades, 

historical research, along with neighbouring disciplines like sociology, and incited 

like them by the multiplication of health scandals and environmental issues such as 

the mad cow and swine flu diseases or the worldwide proliferation of Genetically 

Modified Organisms, has been paying closer attention to the importance and 

specificities of agricultural settings. This new focus makes it timely for accounting 

history to also fully open the gates of the farm, to firmly set foot in the fields. This 

new focus also provides historians of accounting with a sound basis on which to 

ground this new research. We can identify various streams of historical research that 

have explored agriculture anew and, in doing so, raised new questions for accounting 

history. These streams include: the history of inscriptions; the history of capitalism; 

the history of science; the history of government; and the history of business. 

This paper proposes a selective stroll through these fields of research, in 

search for promising lines of enquiry in accounting history. In doing so, it visits, more 



 3 

or less chronologically, a variety of historical settings, from antiquity to the present, 

where accounting and agriculture were tied together. It aims to thereby exhibit, in an 

inviting manner, the rich and stimulating world that remains to be studied, at the 

interface of accounting and agriculture. The paper indeed reveals the inexistence of 

‘agricultural accounting’ as a stable historical object whose development and 

circulation could be traced, simply and linearly, from century to century, from country 

to country. It puts forward instead the multifarious ways in which, in each of the 

visited settings, agricultural production and accounting techniques were constituted 

and tied together. The resulting picture of the history of accounting and agriculture is 

a fragmented one, it is a series of snapshots, which demonstrates forcefully the degree 

to which the forms and uses of accounting techniques are dependant on the highly 

specific economic, social, political, legal and moral contexts in which they are 

observed. 

Epigraphy 

The birth of agriculture in the Neolithic period seems concomitant with the 

emergence of what some consider as the first accounting systems. Archaeologists 

have regularly collected in the Near East, over the past century, numerous small stone 

or clay pebbles of similar, geometric shapes, which they have dated to the period 

between 8000 BC and 3000 BC. Some of the more recent of these artefacts were 

found encapsulated in egg-shaped clay envelopes (known as ‘bullae’) on the surface 

of which cuneiform inscriptions listed livestock, in numbers matching the number of 

pebbles within the envelope: ‘21 ewes that lambed, 6 female lambs, 8 full grown 

rams, 4 male lambs, 6 nanny-goats that kid, 1 billy goat, 2 female kids’ (Schmandt-

Besserat 1992, 8-9). Following earlier hints (Amiet 1966; Lambert 1966), this 
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observation led their main analyst to hypothesise in the 1980s that the pebbles – these 

and earlier ones – were in fact counters, or calculi, or tokens, used as records of 

property and debt, for livestock and crops. In their enthusiasm, some scholars even 

argued that such counters, used as stamps, were actually at the origins of writing, their 

geometric shapes resembling that of some cuneiform types (Mattessich 1994, 1998, 

2000; Schmandt-Besserat 1992). 

Similar enthusiasm has surrounded, more recently, the renewed analysis of 

another intriguing type of artefact: the systems of tied cords known as khipus, used in 

the Inca state in the thirteenth to sixteenth centuries, and often found in depositories 

containing many of them, along sometimes with agricultural products, like beans 

(Urton and Brezine 2005). Made of cotton or camelid fibres, dyed or not, khipus are 

made of a primary cord, to which are attached a variable number of thinner strings 

(sometimes hundreds), to which a third category of strings are sometimes attached, 

the two last categories of strings having knots of different types tied in them (Urton 

2009b, 810). The knots were shown, early on, to consist in a decimal system of 

registry used to record agricultural product quantities (Ascher and Ascher 2013), but 

all of their characteristics, like for instance their chirality, have not yet been fully 

explained (Hyland 2014). Evidence also exists of such ‘cord-keeping’ being used as 

instruments in support of the narration of past events, which has led one of their main 

analysts to interpret khipus, recently, as more than sheer recording and mnemonic 

devices, as a code, which, if cracked, would give us access to detailed narrative 

information (Urton 2009a). 

In both cases, especially in that of Neolithic tokens but also to an extent in 

that of Incan khipus, the desire to interpret the mysterious ancient artefacts as 

instruments of accounting and, further, of writing, has proved highly controversial: 
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they may well have been given more sense by their contemporary analysts than they 

originally had (Déléage 2009; Macve 1993; Zimansky 1993). Accounting in 

agriculture may not be at the origins of writing systems, and it is even debatable that 

tokens and khipus can be considered as instruments of ‘accounting’ as we understand 

it today. It is clear, however, that such artefacts were used for counting and recording 

purposes in agricultural settings. More interestingly, they performed these functions 

within specific economic, social and religious systems of human relationships that are 

slowly and tentatively being unearthed. The understanding of Neolithic tokens can 

only be improved by taking into account the specificities of agricultural practices at 

the time of their use: the meaning of specific tokens can indeed be deciphered thanks 

to the parallel knowledge of the types and quantities of livestock being kept by their 

users (Zimansky 1993). The three categories of cords of the khipus have, on their 

side, been related to the three hierarchical levels of Incan society, from the top of the 

Inca city-state down to the labourer in the field (Urton 2007). Accounting and 

agricultural practices are intricately tied within broader institutional contexts. 

Focusing on agriculture in the history of accounting thus opens up a wealth 

of instruments and practices sometimes extremely distant from the ones with which 

we are familiar today, and thus hard to interpret. Studying these exotic instruments 

and practices reveals the historical pervasiveness of recording practices, and even of 

systems of double-entry recording (Mattessich 1994; Urton 2009b), thereby deflating 

what was initially understood as the radical originality of early forms of double-entry 

bookkeeping in Europe, such as late medieval and early-modern charge-and-discharge 

accounts. It also reminds us to consider accounting instruments and techniques within 

their specific contexts. Recent works in the history of accounting in other, yet slightly 

more accessible, ancient settings, such as the Egypt of the New Kingdom (1552–1080 
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BC) or Greek and Roman antiquity, confirms this observation, by emphasising the 

integral embedding of accounting systems of representation within broader cultural 

and institutional orders: the relations between the gods, the Pharaoh, his or her 

subjects, and the dead in ancient Egypt (Ezzamel 2009); or Roman law and its 

conceptions of personal responsibility, like for instance that of the landowner and of 

his farmers (Minaud 2008). Finally, cases like those of Neolithic tokens and of 

khipus, invite us to pay further attention to the material forms of the accounting 

instruments under study. This includes, for instance, noticing the durable use of other 

artefacts such as tally-sticks, normalised containers, or weighing scales, for the 

measurement and recording of agricultural production. 

Capitalism 

Paying attention to the materiality of accounting also means analysing the 

exact role of writing and of paper in its different forms (rolls, notes, receipts, books, 

etc.) in the considered settings. When, where and how do accounting books penetrate 

agricultural settings, and with what consequences? The history of accounting books 

would benefit from taking inspiration from the recent ‘history of the book’ (Darnton 

1982; Johns 1998) and, more generally, media studies (Kafka 2012; Kirschenbaum 

2008), in their careful analysis of the involved paper artefacts – of their production, 

circulation, reception and conservation. One of the notable consequences of the 

diffusion of paper and of writing is the availability, today, of more abundant sources 

for historians of accounting from that period on – as early as the first century BC in 

China (Hoskin and Macve 2012; Hoskin, Ma and Macve 2013; Ji 2003); from the 

seven hundreds in the Islamic world (Napier 2009; Zaid 2000; Zaid 2004); and from 

the late-medieval period in Europe, on which (English-language) accounting history 
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has until now too abundantly focused, untouched as it has regrettably been by the rise 

of global history. These sources include accounting treatises as well as accounts from 

different types of agricultural estates. 

Beyond the frequent assumption according to which accounting would have 

developed primarily in the world of commerce and then of industry, these sources 

reveal the presence and rise of sophisticated accounting techniques and practices in at 

least some parts of European agriculture from the year 1200. In late-medieval eastern 

England, for instance, goose rearing relied widely on detailed livestock inventory 

practices, where the age, weight, and selling price of the geese were recorded, 

allowing precise animal population management by the lords and their reeves (Slavin 

2010). The country wool merchant Heritage kept comparable accounts for his stock of 

sheep in 1495-1520, along with records of deposits given to other sheep herders as 

advances for future purchases, on account books he purchased in London where he 

went to sell his production (Dyer 2012). Similarly, over the same period (1200-1540) 

and in the same country, ‘complex networks of accountability and information flows’ 

existed within monastic houses and estates; the production of accounts was sometimes 

centralized in the hands or a bursar or treasurer (Dobie 2008, 141). Correspondence 

played a crucial role in the maintaining and shaping of such information flows, as it 

appears for instance in the management of their manorial estates by the Lisle family 

between 1533 and 1540 (Miley and Read 2016). 

These accounting systems were made possible by the availability of paper 

and of literate and numerate users, but they were also the consequence of broader 

institutional contexts. Detailed accounts were required for instance by the 

obedientiary system, which had developed with the growth of monastic houses and 

whereby specific office holders ‘ran their own departments and were allocated their 
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own sources of revenue to do this, which might include the income from certain 

specified manors’ (Dobie, 2008: 147). Evolutions of accounting practices within the 

Royal Exchequer, such as the use of charge-and-discharge accounts, also generated 

models that were then used in monastic houses (153). Finally, a changing Royal 

justice, which started requiring written documentation as legal evidence in court, 

incited the production of accounts, as a possible ‘remedy against fraudulent or 

negligent stewards’, who could consequently be imprisoned (154). Comparable 

detailed accounting for agricultural production and the trading of agricultural products 

spread further with the enclosure movement in the eighteenth century. Other forms of 

detailed agricultural accounting could also be found elsewhere in Europe, for instance 

in some regions of Spain, where seed banks known as “pósitos”, regulated by the 

royal administration from the sixteenth century, issued loans to farmers and kept 

precise records of the ensuing credit relationships (Prado-Lorenzo, García-Salinero 

and González-Bravo 2017). Colonial plantations were another institutional setting that 

shaped the development of detailed forms of agricultural accounting, in particular for 

the valuation and oppression of slave populations treated as livestock (Barney 1994; 

Fleischman and Tyson 2004; Fleischman, Oldroyd and Tyson 2004, 2011; Oldroyd, 

Fleischman and Tyson 2008; Rodrigues et al. 2015; Rosenthal 2013a, 2013b, 2016; 

Tyson, Fleischman and Oldroyd 2004, 2005). 

Observing these sophisticated practices has led some authors to conclude that 

the ‘progenitors of modern management accounting and mensurations’ could be 

found in pre-industrial England (Scorgie 1997) – or, similarly, in colonial plantations 

(Rosenthal 2013a). In spite of the durable paucity of ‘full’ double-entry bookkeeping 

(Macve 2002) in English agriculture (and even more elsewhere in Europe, cf. 

Garrabou, Planas and Saguer 2012; Mussari and Magliacani 2007; Planas and Saguer 
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2005) well into the nineteenth and even twentieth century, it does seem clear that the 

circulation of accounting techniques and practices did not consist of a one-way 

movement from commerce and industry to agriculture, which would have been 

‘modernised’ last. This point should not lead us to conclude, however, as the 

mentioned authors do, that accounting in agriculture was ‘modern’ early on, and thus 

that the movement went the other way. The notion of modernisation is indeed 

altogether unhelpful here, as it carries in its wake the idea of an ever-increasing 

rationality and efficiency in the accounting techniques and practices under 

consideration. Such techniques and practices were developed conjointly in different 

sectors of activity, as a result of changing organisational, political, legal and moral 

contexts, and their economic effects are unclear. There is indeed no evidence of 

increased productivity in agriculture in England until the 1780s: until then, 

agricultural product prices grew in proportion with population; the ‘agricultural 

revolution’ took place primarily in the following century (Overton 1996, 69; see also: 

Turner, Becket and Afton 2001). 

Not only was detailed accounting not correlated with increased productivity 

in eighteenth-century England, but it seems that, in some settings, the rise of a market 

economy for agricultural products, and increases in agricultural productivity, were 

associated with a decrease in the sophistication of accounting systems used. This is 

what can be observed soon after in the USA, where ‘farmers displayed less interest in 

formal record keeping as time went on. Account books from the antebellum decades 

recorded fewer transactions than account books from the late eighteenth century’, in 

spite of greater market exposure (Lamoreaux 2003, 16; see also Bruegel 2002, 97-98). 

A strong explanation for this phenomenon can be found in the growing availability of 

cash. In the earlier, mostly cashless economy (Gervais 2004), accounts were kept 
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primarily as records of debt between parties, and they became less relevant when 

immediate cash payment for transactions became more frequent. The study of 

agricultural accounting thus invites us to be extremely cautious in the assumptions 

that we make regarding the relations between accounting, efforts towards increased 

productivity, and what is usually assumed to be their consequence: increased rates of 

capital accumulation. 

Science 

How apparently unsophisticated accounts can be related to increased 

productivity is an issue that agricultural accounting proselytiser Arthur Young 

(Juchau 2002) could not fathom when considering the state of American agriculture. 

He asked his correspondent, then President George Washington: ‘Is it possible, that 

the inhabitants of a great Continent (…) can carry on farming as a business, and yet 

never calculate profit by per centage on capital?’ (Washington 1803, 141) To which 

Washington replied, writing about the American farmer: ‘Instead of calculating, he 

labours and enjoys’ (148). It indeed appears that, in many cases, farmers can be 

economically minded and even keen calculators without detailed account books, or at 

least without financial account books. Agricultural production involves other forms of 

optimisation, which the studies of the agricultural revolution have clearly emphasised, 

pointing to the crucial role played in it by improvements in crop rotation, field 

fertilising, livestock selection, and animal husbandry, more than in accounting 

techniques and practices (Overton 1996; Turner, Becket and Afton 2001). Yet these 

practices do in fact involve some forms of accounting.  

An interesting example can be found in the period between 1760 and 1860 in 

the United States, when the quality of farm accounting was a source of general 
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lamentation, but a specific genre of agricultural disclosure developed: cattle 

portraiture, which consisted in the wide diffusion of printed depictions of well-bred 

cows (Pawley 2016a). Such portraits were promotional for the breeders whose cows 

were thus displayed to the public; they were educative for others: ‘images of animals 

were intended and expected to change real animal bodies, training their audience in 

the taste necessary for the art of selection, which was also the art of purchase’ (38). 

Perhaps more than financial accounting, alternative types of accounts, like these 

visual ones, proved important to agricultural communities (regarding accounts of farm 

product characteristics and quality, see also Pawley 2016b, on the standardization of 

fruit varieties around the same period). This reliance on other types of accounts is also 

visible in the diaries of small farmers of the same period, this time in France, such as 

that of Julien Gabriel Sugy (Herment 2012) who, in spite of his basic level of literacy 

and numeracy, showed great interest in various types of economic information 

(market prices, harvest dates, etc.), as well as in precise, and often numerical data on 

the biological aspects of farm management, gathered from conversations with other 

small farmers, and deriving indirectly, sometimes, from trade journals. 

As these examples suggest, the concentration on non-financial dimensions 

does not preclude the use of some forms of accounting. Depecker and Vatin show this 

exceptionally well in the French setting (Depecker and Vatin 2016): the discipline of 

agronomy, which developed over the same period, put forward accounting methods 

that did not differentiate between chemical/physical/biological measures and 

economic/financial ones, their main focus being the improvement of agricultural 

yield, an intricately economic and material phenomenon (see also Lampe and Sharp 

2017 on the Danish and North German settings). Notions of balance in the chemistry 

of Lavoisier were for instance aligned with balancing issues in farm production 
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accounts. Besides, in agriculture, where prices could be volatile and where much of 

the production inputs, like animal feed, were produced internally on the farms, the use 

of monetary value as a general equivalent in the calculation of yield is not necessarily 

the most obvious option. It was long resisted against, and many other equivalents 

were proposed by early agronomists, such for instance as the ‘manure-equivalent’ 

(see also Simmons 2006). The importance as well as difficulties of such non-financial 

performance metrics have not entirely receded since then, as is revealed for instance 

by the study of the different animal and plant ‘selection regimes’ that have coexisted 

in the twentieth century, in relation with specific intellectual property rights on animal 

and plant breeds (Bugos and Kevles 1992; Kevles 2007; Kevles 2013), up to the 

current focus on ‘genetic indexes’ (Labatut et al. 2011). Also, the rise of normative 

and legal requirements for food quality has sustained, mainly from the twentieth 

century, a need for farmers to ‘account for food’: for its dietary properties, for 

instance, or its compliance with standards for organic food, such non-financial 

information being disclosed either to specific auditing and certification bodies, or to 

the end consumers themselves through food packaging (Frohlich 2012). 

Agro-economic accounting was simultaneously at the heart of many debates 

in political economy, in the late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth centuries. Depending 

on its design and thus results, questions regarding tax setting, the freedom of trade, 

population growth, but also for instance the abolition of slavery (Oudin-Bastide and 

Steiner 2015) were answered differently. Physiocratic economists Like Quesnay, 

Mirabeau, Dupont de Nemours and, among their close allies, Lavoisier himself 

created experimental farms where they developed (more or less) controlled 

programmes of experimentation, so as to test the promises of Physiocratic theory: did 

the ‘net product’ increase if one increased the level of ‘annual advances’? David 
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Ricardo studied the effects of increased labour input in agriculture in his own 

experimental farm (Morgan 2005, 2012). National-level gathering of information also 

complemented these micro-economic experiments. The Physiocrats launched various 

such ventures, for instance sending out questionnaires to the local Sociétés 

d’Agriculture, so as to compute a synthetic measure of the agricultural ‘wealth’ of the 

French kingdom, and to compare yield measures between regions of petite and of 

grande culture (Charles and Théré 2012). Malthus, a bit later and on the other side of 

the Channel, referred to demographic measures on human and animal/plant 

population to support his theory of differential growth (Pullen 2016). Agricultural 

accounting, be it at farm or national level, and reformulated in the measurement 

categories of the agro-economists, was an instrument of scientific method at the 

service of political economy. 

In the USA, the Morrill Act (1862) and the creation of the land grant 

universities, followed by the Hatch Act creating ‘agricultural experiment stations’ in 

1887, established a stable and durable institutional base for further agricultural 

experiments and statistics, out of which ‘agricultural economics’ would grow in the 

following decades (Franklin 2014, 547). Soon, however, agricultural economists 

started competing with farm management experts – for example, from 1910, in the 

Farm Management Association. From a 1911 survey of farms conducted by the 

Cornell agricultural experiment station in New York, they developed ‘efficiency 

factors’ such as output per labour unit, which both differed from the in-kind measures 

of agro-economists and did not require the detailed records of full costing – such 

factors were thus more readily available. Agricultural economists progressively 

distinguished themselves from farm-management experts by distancing from precise 

production issues in individual farms, and dealing rather with policy issues at the state 
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and federal level (Banzhaf 2006). Simultaneously, they started concentrating more 

fully on broad economic and financial metrics than on agronomic or precise financial 

accounting ones. The Cornell model was used as a reference point in the 1936 

creation of the British Farm Management Survey, the predecessor of the current Farm 

Business Survey, which similarly, and against the desire of some promoters of cost 

accounting (Juchau and Hill 1998), avoided going into detailed cost considerations, 

but still required farmers to produce some economic and financial numbers (Brassley 

et al. 2013). 

The dominance of detailed cost accounting in agriculture appears as a late, 

difficult and incomplete development, which would be characteristic only of the long-

twentieth century. It may perhaps even have been a temporary one. Related to 

growing environmental concerns in the new geological era that has been called the 

‘anthropocene’, the recent and on-going rise of ‘environmental’ or ‘green’ accounting 

indeed suggests a move, or a return, to more integrated financial and non-financial 

metrics (Hopwood 2009; Repetto 1992). On farms, such Input-Output Accounting 

(IOA) systems for instance include farm gate nutrient balances, pesticide use per 

hectare and energy use per kilogram product (Halberg, Vershuur and Goodlass 2005). 

Outside of the farm’s gates, a more general concern for the maintenance of 

biodiversity arose in the late twentieth century, in reaction to the dramatic shrinkage 

in animal and plant population diversity, a consequence of more than a century of 

worldwide breed and seed selection efforts aimed at improving yield. This has led to 

the development of new forms of ‘natural inventory’ and preservation initiatives, such 

as the Svalbard Global Seed Vault (Fava 2013, 125-126), which echoes systematic 

early-modern inventories of natural resources, like mineralogical and botanical ones. 
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The history of accounting in agriculture would be incomplete without taking into 

account all kinds of in-kind accounting. 

Government 

Financial metrics, and especially detailed cost accounting, were pushed into 

farms in the twentieth century, and it was in great part a State-led movement. The 

initiatives of eighteenth and nineteenth century agro-economists were in parts already 

stimulated by governmental demand, such for instance as competitions for accounting 

manuals (Joly 2016). In the USA, the government however went further: the Smith 

Lever Act of 1914 created the cooperative extension service, with its state-level farm 

bureaus and country agents, tasked with providing farmers with various forms of 

personal training and support, as well as gathering statistics. The concomitant creation 

of the income tax, following the passing of the sixteenth amendment in 1913, made 

the accounting advice provided through this support particularly welcome to farmers: 

‘Cost accounting became more popular because of the income tax. In many states, 

extension workers spent a good part of the fall and winter helping farmers figure out 

their accounts and complete income tax forms’ (Fitzgerald 2003, 47). From the early 

1920s, agricultural economists had gained a position of power in the Department of 

Agriculture, which followed their advice in resisting the pressures of the ‘farm bloc’ 

lobby in favour of the reintroduction of forms of price control akin to those that had 

been put in place during the First World War (Franklin 2014). Rather, they advocated 

the education of farmers, in particular to accounting and overhead cost control, the 

supply of loans to support their activities, and some tariff protection against foreign 

production. These principles, tainted with New Deal welfare principles, would 

dominate in the following decade in the provision of ‘standard rural rehabilitation 
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loans’ by the Resettlement Administration. This form of ‘supervised credit’ came 

along with ‘supervised accounting’: small farmers, victims of the depression, were 

thus compelled to fill in a ‘farm and home plan’ and a ‘farm family record book’ 

(Walker 2014). 

In Britain, the agricultural extension service, created in 1946 to promote 

productive efficiency in a context of controlled food prices (Dancey 1993), struggled 

to assess the management of individual farms. It was especially hard, in practice, to 

compare their records, for example their tax filings, with the standard data in the Farm 

Management Survey. Agricultural ‘gross margin planning and analysis’ was 

developed, and implemented from the 1960s, to solve this issue: it would ‘enable 

farmers to create budgets based on optimising marginal income through marginal 

changes to product (i.e. crop/livestock) mix’ (Jack 2006, 231). As in the USA, but 

contrary for instance to Australia, where an excessively sophisticated computer-based 

initiative failed in the 1960s (Jack 2015), cost accounting techniques penetrated the 

farms under government initiative and supervision (see also Brunier 2016, on the 

French case at the same period). The system stayed in place for more than fifty years, 

enforced by extension workers but also, very early on, by the private consultants who 

replaced them, working sometimes for chemical and feed companies who had a direct 

interest in reaching out to farmers (Jack 2006, 234). Ironically, however, agricultural 

gross margin appeared, in 2006, as a remnant of past times, many farmers seeking 

more precise and targeted accounting methods to manage their costs. In a context of 

higher price volatility, following the reform of European Union subsidies in 2005, 

many British farmers, and their professors, advisers and consultants, were indeed 

turning towards other sectors in search for alternative accounting techniques. 
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The role of government as a promoter of accounting techniques in the farm is 

intertwined with its role as an auditor of the promoted accounts, which sometimes 

takes precedence over the other one. A striking example of this role can be seen in the 

case of ‘animal controls’ conducted by the French State administration as part of the 

animal traceability programme that it put in place in the wake of the Mad Cow 

Disease crisis of the 1990s (Joly and Weller 2009). The agent in charge of controlling 

the farm can notice a mismatch between the animals that she inventories on it and the 

National Identification Database, where all animals are (supposed to be) registered: a 

given cow may be absent of the database or, more dramatic yet, it may have gone 

missing from the farm, which triggers a complex series of checks, to explain the 

disappearance, be it from the lists or from the barn. Yet more striking is the case of 

controls in place in the European Union prior to its 2005 reform instituting the Single 

Farm Payment, a subsidy based exclusively on a per-hectare basis, and not on the 

crops grown. Before 2005, a specific type of account was created: a geographical 

account, indicating the surface of land devoted to given crops by each farmer. These 

statements were then controlled by ‘teledetection’, that is with the use of satellite 

Spot4, able to visually identify different types of crops. Thereby, an agent of the 

French Interprofessional Office of Cereals could in 2003 pay a visit to a small farmer 

who was suspected of subsidy fraud, for having ill-reported the surface of his wheat 

field, forgetting to declare a large part of his own land and counting a small part of his 

neighbour’s as his own (Weller 2006). 

Such forms of extremely precise accounting control can be contrasted with 

those in place in authoritarian regimes. Kolkhoz accounting for instance seems to 

reveal a much looser grain of control (Humphrey 1998; Wegren 1998, 2005). 

Introduced in the 1950s in Soviet enterprises, including agricultural ones, and kept 



 18 

until the early post-socialist period, ‘independent cost accounting’ (khozraschetnyye) 

required collective farms to produce an account of all their direct and indirect 

‘production costs’ (sebestoimosti) and all their sources of revenue, as well as, for each 

item of output and for the enterprise as a whole, to calculate an amount and rate of 

‘surplus’ (rentabel’nost). These accounts were used as a basis for the setting by the 

State of production targets and procurement prices, which seems to have led to 

various forms of game-playing on the part of farmers (Kitching 2001). However, the 

exact forms and uses of these agricultural accounting practices, as of those that were 

and are in place in many other authoritarian regimes, remain underexplored. They are 

too often presented as entirely irrational, or else as excessively focused on efficiency 

but morally inacceptable, when historical research should render their precise 

inscription within specific economic, social, political, legal and moral contexts. 

Accounting forms of control are not the only ones available in the hands of 

governments, and can be combined in multifarious ways with other types of 

surveillance. 

Business 

In The Grapes of Wrath (1939), Steinbeck famously described the stand-off 

between tenant farmers of the Dust Bowl and the spokesmen for the owners of their 

land as follows: 

‘The owners of the land (…) were caught in something larger than 

themselves. Some of them hated the mathematics that drove them, and some 

were afraid, and some worshiped the mathematics because it provided a 

refuge from thought and feeling. The Bank – or the Company – needs – 

wants – insists – must have – as though the Bank or the Company were a 
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monster, with thought and feeling, which had ensnared them. (…) We’re 

sorry. It’s not us. It’s the monster. The bank isn’t like a man’ (31) 

To which the tenant men replied: 

‘But where does it stop? Who can we shoot? I don’t aim to starve to death 

before I kill the man that’s starving me. I don’t know. Maybe there’s nobody 

to shoot. Maybe the thing isn’t men’ (38). 

The entities involved, outside of the farmers and their families, who are 

nothing more than their bare persons, are not individuals, nor humans; they are 

corporations, and cannot be shot. The relationships with these other entities go along 

with the use of specific types of accounting instruments, starting with records of 

debts. The types of debts tying Steinbeck’s farmers or their landowners to the banks 

were the successors of the infamous ‘guano notes’, which bore the name of a prized 

bird dung fertilizer from the mid-nineteenth century and which tied small farmers in 

the post-Civil War USA to their landlords or other lenders, from whom they 

desperately needed loans, year after year, so as to acquire the fertilizers that would 

stimulate the yield of their exhausted lands (Johnson 2015). 

Chemical and feed companies are, in fact, other types of organizations that 

farms are connected with, along with the rest of what has since the 1960s been called 

‘agri-business’: food processors, packagers and distributors; farm machinery 

producers; etc. (Hamilton 2016). Few historical studies emphasise the influence of 

these types of organizations on accounting practices over the twentieth century, but 

they developed diverse mode of control of their supply-chains and of prices, for 

instance, in recent decades, through the practice of open-book accounting, which 

gives them access to the financial position of farmers (Free 2008). There are also 
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reasons to believe that the pressure they exercise, along with banks, on farm finances, 

incites farmers to rely on always more detailed forms of accounting. If the pressure 

from banks pushes cash-strapped farmers to monitor their cash position on a daily 

basis, the pressure from a multitude of agri-business firms – their customers and 

suppliers – seems to sometimes lead them to search for salvation in the instruments of 

so-called ‘Strategic Management Accounting’, which emerged in the 1980s, like 

benchmarking, value-chain analysis, the balanced scorecard and target-costing (Jack 

2007). Some farmers even put forward the importance of a specific skill: that of 

writing a business plan, as if the new frontier of the relations between accounting and 

agriculture was to be found in start-up accounting (Jack 2009). 

Yet it would be incorrect to consider that agriculture is entirely a world of 

small and more or less entrepreneurial farms and farmers confronting or surviving 

under other ‘monster’ entities such as banks and agri-business firms. If the history of 

the corporation intersects with that of agriculture, it is also, and crucially, in the sense 

that some farms developed in shapes akin to those of industrial corporations. This 

history could legitimately start with that of the plantation but, at least in the USA, its 

more direct origins can be found in the early- to mid-twentieth century, when the 

choice of agricultural concentration, high technology and specialisation was made in 

many states, by local governments and farmers, in reaction to a number of conjoint 

circumstances including: the development of trucking, which created a nationwide 

food market (Hamilton 2008); the growth of suburbs, which reinforced competition 

for land; and the lavish use of the 2,4-D herbicide, which increased yield per acre 

(Fitzgerald 2005). Various forms of this transformation can be identified, depending 

on the local circumstances. The Californian model stands out particularly clearly, its 

large, concentrated, high-value organic agriculture of the last decade being ‘the legacy 
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of the state’s own style of agrarian capitalism’ (Guthman 2014). Similar evolutions 

have been observed in other countries over the same period (on the case of France, for 

instance, see: Laferte 2014; Nguyen and Purseigle 2012; de Raymond and Goulet 

2014), the recent case of Russian agriculture, which became in 2016 the first producer 

of wheat worldwide, following intensive land reform in the past two decades being 

particularly striking (Lezean 2012). In all of these cases, the use of the standard 

industrial management and financial accounting techniques of the time seems 

pervasive, making ‘every farm a factory’ – be this factory Taylorian, Fordian, 

Toyotist… 

Further, it is entire regions that appear as having been thus managed. In 

many ways, these large transformations seem to turn what was previously described 

as a ‘hinterland’, passively feeding the neighbouring cities, into an ‘operational 

landscape’, which can be controlled and acted upon as a machine, or as a factory 

(Brenner and Schmid 2015). Beyond such a metaphorical approach, there is evidence 

that, in a case like that of the City of Chicago, the deep economic and environmental 

transformation of the countryside at the service of the city was cautiously managed by 

the Easterners who provided the capital for it, and controlled through multiple 

accounting techniques (Cronon 2009). The role of the Chicago Board of Trade should 

be noted, especially, as it presided over the standardisation of agricultural products, 

and established regular futures trading on them. Similar phenomena can be observed 

in Europe, with big and distant investors shaping up entire regions – as it has for 

instance been the case in Camargue in France, turned into an ‘object-space’ (Picon 

1978). The exact role of accounting in such an enterprise is yet to be determined, but 

the introduction from 2001 of International Accounting Standard 41 for agriculture is 

likely to have an impact on the behaviour of investors regarding the agricultural firms 
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that they control. The standard requires that biological assets be accounted for at fair 

value when it is possible to do so reliably and, while some have advocated strongly in 

its favour (Argilés 2001; Argilés and Slof 2001), others have pointed out that it 

would, for instance, lead to greater volatility in reported income for timber producers 

(Herbohn and Herbohn 2006) and have a positive impact on earnings in the wine 

industry (Azevedo 2007). It would, also, require deep and potentially unsettling 

changes in legal and accounting norms in certain countries, while not introducing 

much consistency and comparability between reporting entities given the diversity of 

calculation methods for different types of biological assets (Elad 2004; Elad and 

Herbohn 2011). 

Conclusion 

The farm, understood broadly as the locus of agricultural exploitation of 

plants and animals, may not appear to the popular imaginary as a natural site for 

accounting and accountants. Yet, the rapid stroll that we have just taken through some 

of the literature that touches upon the history of the relations between accounting and 

agriculture does reveal the wealth of settings, of actors, of techniques, and of major 

stakes that makes up this decidedly rich history. Agricultural accounting, as it 

appears, stands at the intersection between multiple histories: the history of 

inscriptions; the history of capitalism; the history of science; the history of 

government; the history of business. At this intersection, accounting techniques or all 

sorts, from token record keeping to satellite auditing, have constantly crystallised and 

been manipulated, in diverse ways, by countless actors. The farm, thereby, comes out 

as a particularly active accounting laboratory, where these techniques have 

historically been under constant experimentation, put to the test, tried out – to the 
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relative dissatisfaction of many of the involved actors, it seems, but perhaps simply 

because, in the end, there is no essence of agriculture, nor of accounting: there is only 

a diverse set of productive practices and inscription techniques, preventing the stable 

existence of such a thing as ‘agricultural accounting’. The inexistence of agricultural 

accounting as a consistent historical object should not prevent us, quite on the 

contrary, to write all the missing histories of accounting and agriculture, focusing 

especially on the many geographical regions and historical periods that remain 

unexplored in this perspective. 
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