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ABSTRACT 

This case study is based on two accounting books that belonged to merchant 
Matteus Spielmann, which are preserved in the Tallinn City Archives and date 
from 1568-
(the so-called Summa de arithmetica, geometry, proportioni et proportionalita), 
ethics has served as one of the foundations of accounting [1]. Business ethics and 
sustainability are related, in some ways characterizing corporate social 
responsibility. For example, Garriga and Melé claim that the theory of sustainable 
development belongs to the ethical theories of corporate social responsibility, 
concentrating on ethical values and responsibility [2]. 

reflect ethics and sustainability. In order to assess sus
paradigm about the continuity of social systems was applied. According to 
Parsons [3], a harmony or balance must exist between the main functions of social 
systems: adaptation to the environment (A), goals attainment (G), social 
integration (I), and latent pattern maintenance or latency of values (L). In her 

general system of sustainability and it is applicable when preparing four-
dimensional sustainability models [4]. In this paper, a four-dimensional content 
model was also prepared, and qualitative content analysis was used. 

quite transparent and include several sustainability indicators. Moreover, it 
appears that the dimensions of the sustainability model are in harmony with each 
other, which indicates strong sustainability orientation in these accounting books 
dating from the Middle Ages. 
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mean that such principles and activities did not exist. For example, ethics, being 
one of the indicators of these principles, has a much longer history. 

strategy that is integrated with the core business objectives and core competencies 
of the firm and, from the outset, is designed to create business value and positive 
social change, and is embedded in day-to-
[5]. McElhaney asserts that companies view corporate social responsibility as a 
part of their values and as an opportunity for creating strategies for sustainable 
development (Ibid). Values also play an important role in the AGIL paradigm 
created by Parsons. The AGIL paradigm, as a general model of sustainability, is 
presented in the next part of the article. In the following part, an overview of the 
case study is provided and in the final part of the article, the results and 
conclusions are discussed. 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND AND METHODOLOGY OF 
THE STUDY 

Talcott Parsons was one of the developers of structural functionalism. In his 
 which was for his 

society as a whole, or the various institutions, such as the family within society  
is replaced by that of t  

In order to survive and continue, each social system must have four 
characteristics [7]: 

(1) A: adaptation to the environment (to maintain resources); 
(2) G: goal attainment (to establish priorities of actions); 
(3) I: integration (to coordinate and maintain the stability of internal 
relationships); 
(4) L: latent pattern maintenance or latency (to preserve the core values of 
the system). 

These functional needs can be remembered by the acronym AGIL, which 
 or the AGIL scheme [8]. 

The above-mentioned functions are assigned to the four subsystems of the 
social system: A to the economic sphere; G to the policy sphere; I to the social 
sphere; and L to the cultural sphere [3], [7]. 

Subsystems, as designated by the acronym AGIL, are hierarchically arranged 
in the order of decreasing access to information and increasing use of energy [8]. 

(A) holds the highest position (Ibid). In achieving continuity, and vice versa, 
latency (L) plays a crucial role because values motivate the members of any social 
system to voluntarily act in the manner that is expected of them by their social 
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system [7], [9]. At the same time, the balanced performance and co-operation of 
all four subsystems are required (Ibid). As the subsystems of a social system also 
constitute social systems, they must all possess the four imperatives, and indeed 
Parsons draws a very important conclusion that the AGIL paradigm also applies 
to the subsystems of each social system [10]. Among other things, this means that, 
for instance, values play an important role not only in the area of culture but also 
in the economy, politics and social affairs [9]. 

If a system is composed of subsystems mutually influencing each other, it 
constitutes a complex system. Thus, the AGIL scheme is a complex system, which 
Parsons himself has also stated, considering a complex approach at researching 
social phenomena to be inevitable [11]. 

Roostalu [4] c
sustainability defined by Waas, et al. [12] and concluded that these two complex 
systems are isomorphic, which means that their coinciding is absolute or ideal 
(see Figure 1). Namely, Waas et al. defined the essence of sustainability through 
the four main principles of sustainability [12]: 

(1) the normativity principle, because sustainable development always 
contains value-based social and normative choices; 
(2) the equity principle, which refers to the future trends of sustainability, 
meaning equity both between and within generations, but also geographical 
equity, i.e. a balance between local and global liability, and procedural equity 
or engagement of stakeholders in decision-making; 
(3) the integration principle, which arises from the requirement for a holistic 
and systemic approach; 
(4) the dynamism principle, which means adaptation to the changing 
environment, as sustainability cannot be viewed as a fixed status of harmony. 

Waas et al. emphasize that these four main principles of sustainability are all 
equally important and should be viewed as being mutually connected and not in 
isolation. Thus, the main principles of sustainability also constitute a complex 
system [4] 
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.  

Fig. 1. heme as a general model of sustainability. Created 
by the author. 

As the AGIL scheme is a system with four components, it enables models to 
be created with four dimensions, i.e. four-field models. By their nature, 
accounting rules belong among the elements of integrity (I) i.e. integration [4], 

adaptation, i.e. the economic field; goals, i.e. the field of politics; and values, i.e. 
the field of culture as subsystems are represented in these books, in addition to 
integration, i.e. the social field. As direct evidence of corporate social 
responsibility (including ethics) and sustainability are rarely found in the 
accounting books, the main emphasis of this work is on interpretation or 
qualitative content analysis. 

CASE STUDY 

It should first be noted at the outset that the language used in Matheus 

in Livonia at the time. Spielmann used a peculiar mixed language, which was 
difficult to follow and which was dominated by an Upper German language with 
Dutch influences. Therefore, in her study, the author relies on the Estonian and 
German monograph of researcher Ivar Leimus, which was completed based on 
the accounting books, analysing the facts published there through the prism of the 
AGIL scheme [13]. 

We start with accounting or integration (I) as the main field, which also 
includes the components L, G and A (see Figure 1). 

The basis of modern accounting, i.e. the principle of double-entry, was laid 
more than five centuries ago. This principle is also reflected in Matheus 

own liabilities, and the other page shows a credit, or the obligations 
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partners, forming a whole [13]. In addition, there is room for continuation of 
entries, i.e. continuity over time in transactions with the other party was ensured. 

between the purchase and sale prices of the goods, but he also deducted transport 
and other costs from sales revenue. For example, in 1569, squirrel skins were 
bought for 988 marks and sold for 1300 marks, which makes an initial profit of 
31.6%, but after deducting travel and transport costs, the profit is 21.5% (Ibid). In 
the case of goatskins, the cost of packing, transport, excise, and storage was 
deducted in 1570 (Ibid). 

as well as by destination or business line (Ibid). While the distinction between 
items corresponding to the teaching of accounting at the time, destination-based 
accounting was not taught anywhere and could be considered innovative (Ibid). 
Thus, Spielmann has developed accounting as a certain norm, or integration (I) in 
the sense of Parsons, under which the phenomena presented here fall (see Table 
1). 

demonstrate adherence to ethical values (see Table 1). In particular, the 
accounting books are characterized by transparency, one of the manifestations of 
which is the already mentioned level of detail (this is known to be a complex 
system  see Figure 1). In addition, the use of numerical quantities in addition to 
the monetary value of the goods refers to transparency. For example, wine was 
measured in aams and fabric in ells [13]. As Spielmann operated in different 
countries, the accounting books contain different financial and quantitative 
indicators (Ibid). 

The second value is honesty because Spielmann paid the excise duties and 
other taxes required. For example, 1.7% of the cost of leather for transporting 
Russian goatskins from Tallinn to Pärnu was subject to an excise duty (Ibid). 
When selling goods in Russia, a brokerage fee had to be paid, the amount of which 
was negotiated (Ibid). Duty of 1% of the value of the goods was imposed on the 
transport of freight to Stockholm. As Livonia was under several different powers 
at that time, in order to move from one region to another (for example, from 
Tallinn to Riga), Spielmann had to obtain so-called permits or passports, including 
for the goods being transported (Ibid). 

Thirdly, with regard to values, it must be emphasized that Spielmann 
considered himself to be a resident of Tallinn, although his nationality and origin 
are unknown. On 9 July 1569, Matheus Spielmann declared the Danish-Lübeck 
fleet that attacked Tallinn Bay to be his enemy, incurring the loss of elk skins 
(Ibid) loaded on a Köningsberg ship. The death of Matheus Spielmann in 1571 
was deemed worthy of note by the City Secretary for Tallinn. His cause of death 
was most likely the plague (Ibid). 
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Table 1. Content Model 
A. Adaptation 
to economic 
conditions 

G. Objective: to 
promote transit 
trade  

I. Accounting 
development 

L. Adherence to 
values

buying and 
selling 
organization 

1.Serving as a 
mediator between 
East and West 
 

1.Integrated 
accounting: by both 
sales items and 
destinations 

1.Accounting 
transparency: 
expressing quantities 
in both monetary and 
quantitative 
indicators. 

2.His own fleet 
of ships 

2.Development of 
international 
relations 

2.Profit calculation: 
calculation of 
transport and other 
expenses and their 
deduction from sales 
revenue 
 

2. Integrity: applying 
for licenses and 
paying taxes  

3.A wide range 
of goods 

3.Being profitable 3.Historical 
continuity: adding 
new transactions to 
existing ones 

3.Considering 
himself to be a 
resident of Tallinn 

Source: Own source 

goals 

transit trade, i.e. to mediate Western and Eastern goods (see Table 1). In his 
business activities, a clear distinction can be made between the directions of 
Köningsberg and Tallinn [13]. Spielmann imported olives, lemons, raisins and 
wines (Ibid) to Köningsberg from Antwerp. Products from the eastern market 
were imported to Antwerp from Köningsberg: rye, wheat, hemp, and elk hides; 
cinnamon, salt, wine, and hops were sent to Tallinn; woollen fabric and amber 
were sent to Narva, different types of furs were sent to Riga; felt and flax were 
sent to Moscow; and wine and glass were sent to Novgorod. 

For the purposes of transit trade, Spielmann established a number of links 
abroad. For example, his business partner was Georg Kramer, with whom 
Spielmann formed a partnership and together visited Russia to trade [13]. The 
netting between them was called Conto Corrent, i.e. a current account (Ibid). 
Spielmann also had a contractual relationship with Zacharias Riedt, the Mayor of 
Posen, whose fabrics he resold (Ibid). 

In order to successfully achieve his goals, Spielmann certainly had to be 
profitable. We discussed his profit accounting under accounting development (I). 

Lastly, we look 
an important role in achieving his goals. In order to engage in transit trade, 
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Spielmann needed an international buying and selling organization. He employed 
a number of merchants, the most important of whom were Michel Hetzel, who 
was more active abroad, and Hans Soer, whose workplace was mainly in his 
homeland  in Tallinn, Pärnu, Narva, and Riga [13]. 

With the help of Hetzel, Spielmann acquired a small fleet of ships, while Soer 
bought a horse from Haapsalu for freight transport (Ibid). 

An indicator of economic adaptation is also the wide range of goods bought 
and sold by Spielmann, which was discussed previously. Thus, Spielmann had an 
excellent overview of demand, which can be interpreted as taking into account the 
interests of stakeholders. 

In total, there were 12 manifestations of sustainability within the content 
model  three for each dimension (see Table 1). Thus, the dimensions of the model 
are balanced. It also means that Matheus Spielmann was an ethical and socially 
responsible trader. 

CONCLUSION  

In this paper, two accounting books that belonged to the merchant Matteus 
Spielmann, and which date from 1568-1570, were under investigation. The 
research question was how these books reflect ethics and sustainability. For the 
analysis, the author compiled a four-dimensional content model based on 

  

The findings of the case study confirm that the accounting books from the 
time period were quite transparent, including several indicators of ethics and other 
phenomena of sustainability. As all four dimensions of the sustainability model 

a strong sustainability orientation. 

This research adopted a qualitative methodology. Each research strategy has 
its advantages and limitations. The advantage of the chosen research strategy is 
that it allows for a deeper investigation. According to Feagin et al. a case study is 
an ideal methodology when a holistic, in-depth investigation is needed [14]. Yin 

[15]. The limitation of this research strategy is connected with content model 
making. Namely, as content analysis always includes some subjective moments 
there is no absolute truth for creating such models. 
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