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Discourse Construction of the Organizational Legitimacy
Based on the Perspective of Rhetoric:

A Case Study of Yum and Mcdonald’ s

WU Shou-qiang FENG Yun=ia
( Business School Renmin University of China Beijing 100872 China)
Abstract: Under the background of globalization it has been of hig importance for organization’ s communication and sense—
making to build a good imagine and legitimacy especially in crisis moment. This study is based on the Fuxi event
happening in 2014. 7 taking the announcements of Yum Restaurants China ( Representing by KFC) and McDonald as the
discoursing analysis text. This study takes the Burke’ s Drama criticism method as study method to discuss the process of the
legitimacy building and explore the deep relationship between legitimacy and rhetoric.

There is a close relationship between language and the construction of legitimacy. Berger and Luckmann once said the
legitimacy building was based on language. Discourse and communicating is of big importance for organizations especially
for the organizations faced the crisis management. Peng and Lv explored the legitimacy constructing and the institution by
discourse analysis method in 2014 and 2016. However they forgot the rhetorical strategy during this process.

Kenneth Burke is a master of rhetoric. He creates the rhetorical analysis method which was called the paradigm of
Dramatic rhetorical analysis. There are two important concepts in this method dramatic 5 elements and the agreement
strategy. Burke points out that there are 5 elements during the dialogue process which are the action actor purpose
scene and means. These elements can be combined each other forming 20 relationship pairs. These relationship pairs will
reveal the structure of the discourse and the motivation behind. Besides Burke believes there are 3 agreement strategies
which are sympathy agreement strategy opposing agreement strategy and unconscious agreement strategy. There is a basic
hypothesis when using discourse analysis to explore the legitimacy construction process which is the language can create the
institutions and the institutions will promote or restrict organizations’ action. So far there are a few papers to explore the
relationship between discourse and legitimacy in China and none of them take a rhetoric perspective. So in this paper we will
explore the process of legitimacy construction by discourse under the perspective of rhetoric analysis using Burke’ s method.

During the process of discourse analysis this study takes a rhetoric strategy analysis by 3 texts especially focusing on
the elements of the Drama the relational-pairs agreement strategies and the structure of the texts. We find that
organization will pay more attention to the process of organizing the discourse. Especially speaking organizational discourse
focuses more on the scene element and action element integrating which to get agreement with the audience.

We take 4 steps to analysis these texts. Firstly we identify the rhetorical elements in these texts by Burke’ s Drama
Rhetorical method. Then we deeply explore the relationship between these elements finding the rhetorical relationship
pairs. Thirdly we discuss the Agreement strategies. Finally we will analysis the construct of the texts finding the discourse
motivation behind and concluding the discourse logic during the process of the legitimacy repairing.

Four conclusion have been concluded in this study: (1) During the process of the legitimacy discourse building the text
can catch the point by arranging the Five elements reasonably in the rhetoric process especially highlighting the Action and
Scene; (2) During the process of the legitimacy discourse building the text can use the Identity strategy to get agreement by
the public especially the Sympathetic Identity and the Antithetic Identity; (3) During the process of the legitimacy discourse
building the text can arrange its text structure by its rhetoric motivation such as description Rectifying Committing; ( 4)
Lastly this study conclude a model to explore the relationship between legitimacy and rhetoric. The implication of this paper is
using the Rhetoric to understand the process of legitimacy building bring good effects to the theory building. In theory this
paper is helpful to perfect the theory frame of the legitimacy. This study also has big practice implication. Institutional changes
happen in every second which brings challenges for the enterprise especially the multinational company.

Key Words: organizational legitimacy; rhetoric strategy; identity strategy; discourse analysis.
JEL Classification: D23 129 M10
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