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PREFACE

The emergence of the history of a science marks the beginning of the
coming-of-age of that particular science. This is also the case with accounting.

Man has been engaged in accounting operations since ancient times. Luca
Pacioli started research on accounting as an academic discipline some five
hundred years ago. However, it was not until early this century and particularly
in 1933, when Professor Analias Charles Littleton(1886-1974) published his
famous work Accounting Evolution to 1900, New York, 1933, studies in the
history of accounting aroused world-wide interest and entered a period of
rapid development. This fact brought with it a message to the world: that in the
evolution of accounting man has advanced from the stage of letting things take
their course to the stage of summing up the laws of its development which is in
turn guided by these laws, and that the study of accounting is no longer geared
only to the solution of current practical problems but is extended to the research
on such problems as part of the long process of the historical development
of accounting. Thus, accounting in its growth has taken a tortuous course of
groping in the dark, progressing forward slowly and finally going ahead at a
much faster rate with gradually identified objectives. After the lapse of five

hundred years, accounting, as a science, was coming of age.
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“You won't know the future unless you understand the past,” as an ancient
saying goes. Nor can you expect to understand the future development of
anything without understanding its history. Likewise, you can’t possibly tackle
the problems of the future without a perfect understanding of those in the past.
History has made it possible for man to find his bearings in the vast expanses of
the oceans, so that he will be able not only to free himself from their control but
to put them under control by using their laws. This, I believe, is the great con-
tribution that Professor A.C. Littleton’s work on the history of accounting has
made in the field of accounting.

A .C. Littleton’s book has been credited with making another contribution to
this field in that it gave an impetus to research on the history of accounting. As
far as China is concerned, Professor Guo Dao-Yang, following in the footsteps of
Professor A.C. Littleton, wrote his monumental work of 700,000 words, History
of Accounting in China, after working on it for ten years. Recently it has been
a source of delight to me to see the publication of the first volume of A History
of Western Accounting — the Five Waves in the Development of Accounting, a
work of 600,000 words by the even younger researcher Wen Shuo.

Mzr. Wen'’s book differs from those of Professor Guo Dao-Yang and Professor
A.C. Littleton in form. Professor Guo’s book is concerned exclusively with the
history of accounting in China and is therefore a “general history” of accounting

in China, as a Chinese historian would put it. On the other hand, Professor



A.C. Littleton in his book described the evolution of accounting throughout the
world in the period 1494 to 1900 and it would be called a “sectional history” of
accounting in the world by Chinese historians. Mr. Wen’s book, however, ranges
from the ancient past to the present and though it is supposed to cover the field in
the West as its title indicates, in fact, it presents a global approach to the subject.
Thus, after Professor A.C. Littleton and Professor Guo Dao-yang, he has come
up with a new style in the historiography of accounting. What he offers to us is
the first systematic general history of world accounting in China that combines
the best of Professors Littleton and Guo on the subject. In writing the book,
the author consulted no less than seven hundred reference works in Chinese,
Japanese, English and French. The book, well illustrated with pictures and
charts and written in a unique style, fully testifies to the author’s conscientious
attitude towards his work. The author, indefatigable, undaunted by difficulties,
and brimming with a pioneer’s innovative spirit, has contributed remarkably
to the historiography of accounting. Yet this contribution comes from a young
researcher. Our hats off to the younger generation! At the same time one cannot
fail to sense the atmosphere of springtime of China’s science.

This work carries on worthily the time-honoured practice of Chinese
historians who break up the overall history into periods. Thus the author
divides the evolution of accounting into five periods; (1) original calculation

and record-keeping, from the middle and late period of the Old Stone Age to



