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	[bookmark: _Hlk144990498]Syria continues to be one of the most complex and deadliest conflicts of the 21st century. The power dynamic in the country changed by the end of 2024, when the Sunni Islamist militant group Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham overthrew the Bashar al-Assad regime. The ‘surprise offensive’ attracted attention from international actors and the media, whose coverage gradually shifted from narratives about the group’s extremist past towards discourses of legitimacy, positioning the group and its leader as the main power in Syria. The research focuses on the legitimacy crisis in Syria’s transitional governance due to the involvement of Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham. It aims to analyse how the media create and frame narratives across different phases of Syria’s transitional governance. The theoretical part is grounded in normative and discursive legitimacy, framing, and agenda-setting theories, employing a qualitative research design. The empirical part applies the Narrative Policy Framework for systematic content analysis of narrative elements such as setting, plot, characters, and the moral of the story. News reports from BBC News and Al Jazeera are coded using Maxqda software. Narrative circulation typology investigates whether international political discourse corresponds to media narratives on Syria’s new governance. Findings suggest, political transition unfolds in four stages: Deadlock, Violent trigger, Initial transition, and Post-Settlement Transition. Media narratives gradually shifted from delegitimizing Assad and associating HTS with terrorism to attempts to legitimize the group. BBC News frames legitimacy as a conditional, reversible process, whereas Al Jazeera frames legitimacy as progressing with governance developments. Overall, findings demonstrate close alignment between media narratives and international political discourse, highlighting the strong connection between media discourse and political strategies.
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1. Introduction
The contemporary international political system is shaped by increasingly unexpected, rapid and overlapping crises, including political instability, wars and institutional collapse. For more than two decades, the Middle East continues to be at the very bottom of the Global Democracy Index, with most of its population living under autocratic governance (Nord et al., 2026). At the same time, according to the Global Peace Index, it continues to be the least peaceful region in the world (Institute for Economics & Peace, 2025). Sustained conflicts, authoritarian rule and fragile institutions make prospects for democratic development nearly impossible. Bertelsmann Transformation Index (2026) identifies 19 out of 19 MENA countries as limited, very limited or failed states in terms of political and economic transformation, raising a question on whether and how legitimate governance can emerge during or post-conflict settings, especially when new authorities originate from armed and non-democratic backgrounds. 
The Syrian civil war, which began as part of the 2011 Arab Spring uprisings, with Syrians requiring democratic reforms, quickly escalated to a full-scale armed conflict, where numerous parties with different historical and ideological backgrounds are competing for territorial and political control. Syria is one of the most recent examples of fragmented political landscapes, where decades long war has led to a mass displacement of millions of people both internally and externally, with around 6 million refugees abroad and 7,2 million displaced within Syria, where 90 % of the population lives below the poverty line (UNDP, 2025). Such social and economic collapse, intensified by sectarian divisions, created a fertile environment for various rebel groups, within estimation of over 1000 insurgent groups operating in Syria, only after two years of conflict outbreak (Lund, 2013). Among these actors, one of the most powerful is Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS), which gradually consolidated power in the Idlib Governorate and established its governance structure under the Syrian Salvation Government. Despite accusations of human rights abuses and its previous classification as a terrorist entity due to ties with Al-Qaeda and rebranding from Jabhat al-Nusra, HTS ultimately emerged as the only actor capable of overthrowing the Bashar al-Assad regime in December 2024. The group’s evolution from extremist fighters to de facto ruling authority in Syria raised serious questions about the legitimacy of transitional governance and the conditions under which armed non-state actors can achieve and political authority and international recognition.
Before the first stage of the transition, the conflict was marked by an extremely long period of deadlock where Bashar al-Assad´s regime was unable to recapture Idlib Governorate, while HTS inefficiently tried to advance towards Damascus. Such a stalemate persisted for over a decade until HTS launched a sudden, large-scale offensive, for which the regime was unprepared, thereby breaking the deadlock and initiating the transition. Eventually, this marked the beginning of the first stage of the transition, when HTS began capturing major cities such as Homs, Aleppo, and Damascus, and culminated on the 8th of December 2024, when Assad fled to Russia (Gebeily & Azhari, 2024; Michaelson, 2024). The second stage of the transition occurred with the announcement of a new president and the establishment of new governing institutions, with HTS being de facto in rule (Adar et al., 2025). The third stage is established with Ahmad al-Sharaa signing the Constitutional Declaration of the Syrian Arab Republic on March 13, 2025, and thus creating the legal foundations of the new de jure governing system (BBC News, 2025, March 14). 
The governance issue extends to academic debates on how to approach legitimacy in transitional contexts. Debates on recognition note that once an armed non-state actor receives an offensive label, for example, ‘terrorist’ or ‘extremist’, such marking becomes too ‘heavy’ to get rid of, thus influencing how the public perceives a certain actor. This could, in the long run, affect political discourse, international dialogue, and possible engagement in the future. (Pfeifer et al. 2022). In this context, Syria becomes a significant case, allowing to access whether past labels continue to influence perceptions during different transitional periods. News media that have the power to shape international perceptions during transitional periods allow to determine whether international discourse continues to use such ‘adhesive labelling’ to HTS, portraying them as extremists or employs new interpretations. Such research is crucial at this time, as previous studies largely focused on security and migration issues during the previous Assad era, thus leaving media framing of the current transitional leadership of HTS unexplored. The study aims to analyse how the Syrian transition amid a legitimacy crisis is interpreted and communicated in media narratives through framing and agenda-setting lenses.
A number of studies have demonstrated that the Narrative Policy Framework (NPF) is an effective tool for policy analysis, including its application to media narrative analysis. Yet, there are few studies applying this method for the crisis context. For instance, Smellie and Boswell (2025) presents a modified approach, which adds a certain typology to analyse how the political discourse corresponds to shifts in media narratives. The research evaluates whether the political discourse embraces, adapts, rejects or ignores the shifts in media narratives towards the 2015 European migration crisis. Their findings revealed that media and politics are mutually interlinked. Highlighting that narrative influence depends on time, context, and issue prominence. In such a way, this thesis extends this approach by applying it to the new type of crisis – legitimacy crisis in Syria’s transitional governance. Specifically, applying the narrative comparison model to examine the relationship between media framing and changes in the transitional phase. Agenda-setting and framing theories further complement this approach by demonstrating how the media shape perceptions through issue selection and narrative construction. This study addresses these gaps by integrating theories of legitimacy, framing, and agenda-setting with the Narrative Policy Framework. By applying NPF to media narratives, the research systematically analyses how Syria’s transitional governance is framed through narrative elements such as setting, plot, characters, and moral evaluation, allowing to see how actors are constructed as heroes, villains, or victims. The analysis is further supplemented by an examination of legitimacy-based values and by comparing shifts in media narratives with developments in international political discourse.
The research problem guiding this study is the limited understanding of how media narratives construct and contest the legitimacy of newly established transitional governance in Syria following the collapse of the Assad regime. Accordingly, the study addresses two research questions:
1. How media narratives frame the transitional governance of Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham during different stages of Syria’s political transition?
2. How changes in international political discourse regarding legitimacy relate to changes in BBC News and Al Jazeera narratives about Syria’s transitional governance?
Methodologically, the study adopts a qualitative research design combining theoretical and empirical components. The theoretical framework overviews normative and discursive approaches to legitimacy with framing and agenda-setting theories. The empirical analysis applies the Narrative Policy Framework to a sample of news articles from BBC News and Al Jazeera, examining key narrative elements across the four stages of transition: Deadlock, Violent Trigger, Initial and Post-settlement Transition. The final stage of analysis compares media narratives with shifts in international political discourse to assess patterns of narrative correspondence. 


2. Literature review
Conflict affected environments tend to produce fragile political transitions that are marked by uncertainty, authority reconfiguration, and power vacuum. Earlier post-conflict literature defines transition as a process emerging only after the conflict has ended and the possibility of resurgence is minimal. Collier et al. (2008) notes that initial period after the violence inherits structural weakness from war, thus making legitimacy consolidation impossible until the stabilization of violence. Similarly, Maoz (as cited in Kreutz, 2010) strengthens this by noting that: “decisive outcomes and imposed settlements tend to yield longer periods of … stability than tied disputes”. Meaning that the way conflict ends, whether it is a decisive victory, negotiated settlement, or stalemate, directly affects the future trajectory, legitimacy, and stability of the political transition. However, contemporary conflicts challenge this model by suggesting that transition may emerge while violence persists (Petrini, 2021). Armstrong and Chura-Beaver (2010) conceptualize transition not only as an end state but also as a process and authority transfer which transforms across political and institutional setting. This perspective implies that transitions do not occur in linear patterns but rather unfold within different stages of complex conflict dynamics. Suggesting that, authority can be gradually legitimized, when its legitimacy is constructed during the course of transition, rather than postponed till the complete stabilization of the conflict. This implies that, transitional contexts are especially fragile, in which the legitimacy of new government is constantly contested. This is especially important to consider when analysing legitimacy crisis which include armed non-state actors with extremist past. As discussed shortly before, HTS actions in Syria show their attempt to escape from ‘adhesive’ labelling of terrorism and extremism, which continues to shape domestic and international perceptions of its role. Although the group rebranded itself through new governance positions, there are still concerns over its ideological past, emergence from an al-Qaeda branch, and contested authority from experts. Such factors portray how legitimacy is not merely a matter of formal justification but is also actively negotiated through discourse. Therefore, normative and discursive legitimacy provide a perspective on how the authority of HTS is perceived and challenged.  
For centuries, thinkers have aimed to answer the question of legitimacy by developing different theories and concepts. Legitimacy should be understood as a two-step process, where it emerges from legally based principles, with authority following rules, and second, from public discourse and shared reasoning among citizens. Understanding legitimacy in such contexts requires engagement with both normative and discursive approaches. Normative legitimacy focuses on philosophical and moral standards which aim to explain the validity of authority. Classical theorists such as Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau grounded legitimacy in order, consent, and collective will. Whereas modern scholarship deepened this analysis. Lipset (1959) linked legitimacy to system effectiveness, arguing that in order to keep legitimacy, one must ensure the effectiveness of the system to meet the public demands. Easton (1975) distinguished between performance-based support and diffuse support, emphasizing that consistent institutional performance helps citizens to internalize the legitimacy of the system, leading to the stabilization of legitimacy. Habermas (1984) expands this discussion by noting that even well-functioning systems can still experience a legitimacy deficit when citizens’ expectations outgrow the state's capacity. In such an event, if the government is considered no longer rightful or morally justifiable, a ‘legitimation crisis’ eventually occurs, as citizens no longer feel motivated to obey or participate. Meaning that institutional effectiveness alone cannot preserve moral or normative belief in authority. Extending the discussion on normative legitimacy, Weber’s (1978) typology of legal, traditional and charismatic authority suggests that legitimacy is not just a legal or moral concern, but at the same time a social process closely linked to shared beliefs, customs, and social perceptions about the right to rule. 
The concept of discursive legitimacy becomes the central element of analysis, highlighting that legitimacy is much more than legal or moral principles, but also an outcome of communication, constructed through language, narratives, and discourse. Discursive legitimacy aims to analyse how media or actors shape narratives to make something seem right, justified, or contrary, inappropriate. Van Leeuwen (2007) identifies legitimation strategies such as authorization and moral evaluation, which explain how actors justify authority through appeals to law, shared values or practises. Reyes (2011) and Vaara (2014) emphasize that legitimacy is negotiated through discursive struggle, which is activated in times of crisis, when actors compete for institutional authority. Such a struggle involves protagonists, which seek to legitimize decisions, and antagonists, which seek to challenge and delegitimize them. These two sides rely on political and moral narratives by employing ‘expert authority’. Such authority is said to strengthen the claims, provide ‘moralization’ on the issue, create shared values, and ‘rationalize’ the issue. This leads to the idea that legitimacy is not a fixed but a constantly negotiable element in public discourse, allowing actors to influence understanding of whether authority should be legitimized, delegitimized, or even re-legitimized. Ultimately, legitimacy cannot be fully understood by looking at only one dimension of its interpretation. Since normative legitimacy suggests what makes authority ‘right’, while discursive legitimacy goes further by clarifying how such ‘right’ is communicated, established, or challenged.

2.2 Media Framing and Agenda-Setting in Legitimacy Construction
Discursive construction of legitimacy is mainly narrated by the media, which constantly constructs, discuss and evaluate authority. In such a way, framing theory explains how different techniques are used to influence thinking and decision-making. Goffman (1974) conceptualizes framing as a scheme by which people understand events, giving special attention to some details, while downsizing others. These interpretations are the guiding principles on how one perceives reality, based on what is important and in what context it is interpreted. The primary objective of the framing is to analyse how perceived reality is communicated, rather than what is communicated. While Entman (1993) argues that the selection of one dominating narrative, lets the media to decide which issues are more salient to discuss, and which matters should be avoided. However, such an approach risks overshadowing diverse perspectives, as Entman notes, that once a frame becomes dominant in the media, other angles are pushed away, thus leaving no opportunity for even more accurate narratives to be seen as worthy. Semetko & Valkenburg (2000), systematized and further developed the five most popular types of news framing. These include conflict, human interest, responsibility, morality, and economic consequences. According to researchers, responsibility angle attributes the blame and accountability perceptions, while moral framing connects governance to shared normative practises such as human rights or democracy. Economic consequence framing links performance and stability to the performer, thus reminding Lipset’s idea of effectiveness. While the human interest frame allows to personalize governance process, activating emotional evaluations of certain leaders. 
Agenda-setting theory further clarifies how media can shape which issues should receive public attention by highlighting or downplaying certain narratives. McCombs & Shaw (1972) argue that the repetition and selection of certain topics allow the media to shape public perception of political reality, as most people rely on media information as their main source of political discourse. The first-level agenda-setting focuses on how media influence what audiences think about, while the second-level agenda-setting shapes how they think about it by emphasizing particular attributes. More recently, Guo et al., 2012 presented the third level agenda setting, known as Network Agenda Setting (NAS), that brings analysis to the next level, as it aims to explain how different ideas are linked in the minds of the audience. Authors concluded that people’s minds are not linear, conversely, they are similar to network where ideas are connected in complex ways, rather than just ranked in orders. Consequently, the media can influence how these ideas are linked in the audience’s minds, as people tend to associate separate events when they are mentioned together. NAS model combines objects and attributes in media coverage, thus setting not only which elements are salient, but also how these elements are interconnected in a ‘mental network’.

3. Methodology
This study analyses Syria’s political transition through media narratives, focusing on how legitimacy, authority, and transition are constructed in media narratives. It applies the Narrative Policy Framework (NPF), which allows for systematic analysis of storytelling in public discourse. NPF assumes that narratives are socially constructed to influence interpretations, shaped by existing beliefs of the audience, follows generalisable structures (characters, setting, plot, moral of the story), and interacts at different levels, including meso (group) and macro (cultural). These assumptions, together with normative and discursive legitimacy, media framing and agenda-setting theories guide coding and interpretation of how media frames legitimacy and political actors.
            The analysis focuses on the articles published in BBC News and Al Jazeera English for their global reach and differing perspectives. As BBC News follows Western-oriented perspective, reaching global audience and having high credibility. Whereas, Al Jazeera English presents the Global South perspective, with its English-language editorial branch allowing for broad international reach. For the analysis of narratives surrounding the Syrian political transition, a total of 196 articles of BBC News were identified under the keyword ‘Syria’ on the BBC News.com website. The data sampling process begins from the 196 BBC News articles, which were grouped by four categories, reflecting different periods of Syria’s transition, and sampled to the final 58 articles. Moving to Al Jazeera English, the sampling reduction follows the same logic discussed above. Here, the initial number of articles is larger, starting from 506 articles found on the Aljazeera.com website, under the topic named ‘Syria’. After grouping by category and applying the relevance sampling, a final set of 78 articles was selected for analysis. 
            At the early stage, articles were grouped into four categories, according to previously discussed phases of transition stages in Syria: Deadlock, Violent Trigger, Initial Transition, and Post-settlement Transition. 58 BBC News articles and 78 Al Jazeera articles are examined, focusing on the period between the 8th of November 2024 and the 8th of June 2025. The selected period reflects changes in Syrian conflict dynamics, as in November 2024, Syrian rebels approached Aleppo, re-entering the city for the first time after almost ten years of unsuccessful attempts (ACLED, 2025). The analysis concludes when reporting on Syria’s transition shifts its focus from legitimacy construction towards refugee return and personal wartime stories. To ensure relevance of the narratives, research employs purposive sampling strategy, aimed to ensure selection of articles that are directly relevant to political transitions, including only the material that is discussing: rebel/insurgent advancement, international involvement in negotiations, regime change, elections, future of Assad, peace processes, administrative changes, governance structures or portrayals of political actors (HTS, Ahmad al-Sharaa, Bashar al-Assad). And excluding articles solely reporting: daily military clashes, battlefield reports, humanitarian-related issues (asylum policies or migrant situation in other countries), having no political interpretation, personalised individual stories without broader political context, or duplicated versions of the same update.
            After sampling, the research applies qualitative narrative coding, which follows the traditional Narrative Policy Framework structure, developed by Jones & McBeth (2010). Later, the inductive coding technique, based on the theoretical part, fulfils the analysis. The unit of analysis is the entire article, whereas paragraph-level analysis is used to identify narrative elements. Each article was coded manually using Maxqda software to identify how actors were constructed (character), what context framed interactions (setting), how the sequence of events was linked (plot), and what solutions were suggested (moral evaluation).

4. Results and discussion
This chapter presents empirical findings from the analysis of narratives constructed by BBC News and Al Jazeera English during Syria’s transitional period. The analysis follows the Narrative Policy Framework (NPF) and examines four narrative elements: setting, plot, characterization, and moral of the story. The comparison is structured across four stages of the transition: the Deadlock phase (8 November – 7 December 2024), the Transition’s violent trigger (8 December 2024), the Initial transition (9 December 2024 – 12 March 2025), and the Post-settlement transition (13 March – 8 June 2025).

4.1 Deadlock Phase (8 November – 7 December 2024)
The Deadlock phase represents a period of military stalemate, in which multiple armed actors compete for territorial control. Both outlets frame this stage through ongoing clashes in north-western Syria, linking territorial shifts to unknown political developments. The setting in both BBC and Al Jazeera reporting is constructed around key Syrian cities, including Aleppo, Idlib, Hama, Homs, and Damascus. BBC reporting connects reduced Assad’s military capabilities to the weakening support of regime allies Russia and Iran. The weakening of regime capacity is framed as resulting from external distractions. By contrast, Al Jazeera, provides more detailed territorial descriptions, emphasizing rebel advances, where setting is constructed with stronger emphasis on battlefield geography. The overall situation in the country is framed as a chaotic setting with huge displacement, whose “… figures swell to 1.5 million.” (Al Jazeera, 2024, December 6). Thus, making Syrians one of the most externally and internally displaced nations, “with thousands more people reported displaced in the latest fighting.” (Al Jazeera, 2024, December 1). Destroyed infrastructure and competing interests between actors result in the massive killings of civilians, framing the Syrian situation as a setting with no dominant power.
            As the figure 1 below illustrates, the dominant plot structure in both outlets is centred on conflict and rapid territorial developments. As the figure illustrates, the line width represents frequency of co-occurrence, while the different colours reflect clusters, in which codes are used in the same narrative logic. The plot codes co-occur most frequently with conflict, actor-event, actor-actor, event-event, and human interest codes. Both outlets centre the plot on a conflict narrative, with the biggest attention paid to battle trajectories, humanitarian losses, actor-to-event, actor-to-actor (BBC News), or event-to-event (Al Jazeera) linkages.

Figure 1. Intersection between Plot and other non-actor codes in BBC News and Al Jazeera (Deadlock phase) 

[image: ]

Starting from the 8th of November 2024, BBC News presents a large-scale rebel offensive, framed as the most challenging issue for the Bashar al-Assad regime, since the beginning of the Syrian civil war. The group's actions are repeatedly described as surprising, sudden, and major offensives to emphasize the high issue's salience. As rebels approach major cities, the BBC, in addition to historical narratives, widens its framing tactics by incorporating more personalized, human-interest elements. Reports present Syrians to be in a limbo situation, as armed factions rapidly approach cities, while the current government is unable to protect them. BBC highlights that such a situation illustrates government inaction and the true “weakness of the Syrian military” (BBC News, 2024, December 7). The excerpts from this period focus on killings and the displacement of civilians, which is always accompanied by the actor responsible for the action. The most common narrative comes from highly criticized past actions of Assad, when he crushed pro-democracy protests. As Iyengar (1996) noted, episodically constructed framing, which focuses on individual suffering might evoke emotional reasoning through a conflict driven plot. Which accompanied by civilian suffering, implicitly reinforce the delegitimization of the regime. Compared to Al Jazeera, which relies on thematic framing, where rebels’ actions are linked to current events of civilians fleeing their homes, service disruptions, and heightened fear of what might be the unknown plans of the HTS. It could be observed that Al Jazeera situated suffering as a broader structural issue, thus suggesting slightly more cautious legitimacy indication. Similar to BBC reporting on unclear future and fear among civilians under former jihadist authorities, Al Jazeera puts efforts to mitigate the unclear situation by interviewing local Syrians who are optimistic about what is coming next. Despite this, HTS leader, at this stage of transition, mostly named by his nom de guerre, Abu Mohammed al-Jolani, is linked to its rebranding attempts to change jihadist ideology. Here, a clear linking between actors emerges, as Al Jazeera, as well as BBC News, reminds readers of previous HTS’s and its leader ties 40 to al-Qaeda and al-Nusrah front, which gradually rebranded into the Islamist militant group Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham, as it is seen now. 
            Characterization patterns during the Deadlock phase show similarities. Bashar al-Assad and allied forces are consistently portrayed as central villains. They are associated with repression, civilian harm, and loss of territorial control. Syrian civilians are framed as the key victims, that are constantly experiencing displacement, insecurity, and humanitarian suffering. Human interest elements reinforce this victim narrative, emphasizing the civilian cost of continued instability. No clear hero that could protect civilians emerges, except for the United Nations, whose role is less prominent, but is still presented as the leading actor calling for de-escalation and protection for Syrians.
            The moral of the story conveys the urgent need for de-escalation, protection of human rights, a ceasefire, and accountability for unresolved conflict that has lasted for more than two decades. It is mostly followed by catastrophic social outcome values, highlighting that if the situation is not addressed, “…we will see deepening of the crisis”. (BBC News, 2024, December 4). Another recurring pattern is the UN’s urging for unspecified actors to take actions “influential international actors to do their part” (BBC News, 2024, December 5). For most of the time, BBC accompanies such urges with the mentions of Russia, Iran and Turkey which are framed as the actors who has to bear the responsibility of deciding which option is more suitable “a Syria with Assad or without” (BBC News, 2024, December 6). Analytically, such a pattern of BBC reporting is named as hypothetical future legitimation, when future dangers are urged to be met with instant responses through if/then narrative construction. Where unresolved past and present events might be the triggers of future events, if consequence hazards such as human suffering or power vacuum are not addressed. At the same time, Al Jazeera conveys the moral of the story through multiple actors, including the UN, Russia, Turkey, and Iran, which are actively involved in the discourse, rather than just being mentioned for context, as in BBC reporting. Beginning with the UN perspective, the moral of the story comes from the need to find a political solution that satisfies all involved parties, “a serious political process, involving the Syrian parties and the key international players…” (Al Jazeera, 2024, December 4). Overall, the pattern of both outlets reflects van Leeuwen's (2007) mythopoesis legitimation, through what he calls cautionary tales. Rather than starting to legitimize any authority that could bring peace to the country, both outlets focus on negative future scenarios. The repeated demands for humanitarian values and stability aim to function as a narrative warning of what would occur if values conveyed through the moral of the story, including de-escalation and inclusivity, are left behind. In this logic, legitimacy, even though not attributed to a certain actor, is still indirectly framed around the adherence to expectations of acceptable political transition. Meaning that legitimacy is constructed discursively and cannot be achieved by just asserting power. It is indirectly framed as a future oriented goal that can be earned through close alignment with acceptable political norms that are conveyed by international actors through moral of the story.

4.2 Transition’s Violent Trigger (8 December 2024) 
The violent trigger phase is characterized by regime collapse, symbolics of transformation, and international attention. In both outlets’ reporting, mentions of Damascus outweigh mentions of Aleppo. It might be linked to symbolic reasons, as the country’s capital is seen as the most important city reflecting sovereignty and the “end of the Assad 50 years decade regime” (BBC News, 2024a, December 8). BBC reporting focuses on geopolitical consequences, emphasizing the implications of Assad’s removal for Iran and Russia. Whereas Al Jazeera focuses on emotional settings, such as prisons or public celebration squares, highlighting the human suffering attributed to the brutalities of the former regime. Such a tactic of Al Jazeera, grounded in past repressions and framed through personal storytelling, reinforces the victim portrayal through an emotional setting. This is different from the BBC tactic, which is more focused on institutional and broader geopolitical framing.
After the Deadlock phase, the period of Transition’s violent trigger signals a rapid escalation in news reporting. As figure 2 below, shows the frequency of co-occurrence with the plot code at the Transition’s violent trigger stage of BBC News and Al Jazeera reporting. The figure aims to suggest how strong each of the element is connected to the plot or its development, thus shaping the storyline of the reporting. Actor to actor appears to be the dominant intersection in BBC’s reporting, while human interest co-occurs most frequently in Al Jazeera’s reporting. Other frequent codes are actor to actor, actor to event and event. Apart from these modifications in plot intersections, the overall focus of BBC News on plot shifts from humanitarian issues towards rapid regime collapse and an unknown future under HTS rule. BBC focuses on analysis of conflict perspective, providing a detailed sequence of events on how HTS started from taking “Aleppo…almost without resistance. Then Hama…Homs…the capital” (BBC News, 2024a, December 8). Most of the plots use word intensifiers, such as in a matter of hours, sweeping or just over a week. Compared to the Deadlock phase, the Violent trigger employs more evaluative narrative structure in BBC News reporting. On the other hand, Al Jazeera employs a highly historical and evaluative narrative structure, where present events are interpreted through possible conflict trajectories and moral responsibility framing. Its plot intersections are dominated by event-to-event linking, which co-occurs with actor-to-actor, human interest, responsibility, moral evaluation, and accountability codes. This reflects that the broadcaster aims to explain not only the sudden rebel offensive, but the long sequence of events that led to the final event of the end of Assad's rule. As discussed in the Deadlock phase, event-to-event linking forms the backbone of al Jazeera’s plot construction, which continues to be the case in the Violent trigger.

Figure 2. Dominant plot code intersections (Violent trigger)
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Transition’s Violent trigger presents simplified actor characterization, with one clear villain, and continued victimization of Syrians. It is observed that the Bashar al-Assad, his government, and military forces are portrayed as the sole villains, referencing past repressions and military weakness. While Syrian civilians are framed as the main victims, suffering from displacement and insecurity after a rapid sequence of events. Even though in some articles HTS is presented as a liberation force, reminders of their jihadist past destroy their attempts to characterize the group as heroes.
Transition’s violent trigger phase continues to convey the moral of the story through the international actor perspective, rather than focusing on the newly announced leaders. Moral of the story transforms from functioning as a warning narrative with clear if/then scenarios towards establishing even more normative principles on how legitimacy should function, including future projections of “a new Syria with a new system, democratic system.” (Chikhou in BBC News, 2024d, December 8). The key reporting strategy shifts from possible catastrophic scenarios to moral evaluations on how successful political transition should be achieved or look like. The main difference between outlet reporting is that BBC News approaches legitimacy as an element that could only appear through complete adherence to governance norms that are suggested by the international community, whereas Al Jazeera indirectly suggests legitimacy to arise gradually during the process of governance formation. Altogether, the moral of the story shifts across both broadcasters from warnings framed in discursive if/then reporting towards establishing normative expectations on orderly political transition. Where legitimacy is not attributed to specific actors but is acquired by following externally formed norms of post-conflict resolution.

4.3 Initial transition (9 Dec 2024 – 12 Mar 2025)
Compared to settings in previous sections, which were distributed across the entire country, here the setting becomes more concentrated on a few key locations. Damascus, a city receiving most attention from both broadcasters, is presented as a symbolic place associated with the regime’s survival, often framed through historical narratives. Al Jazeera presents the capital as a symbol of discursive legitimacy, where key meetings, important agreements, and early governance formations are presented to take place in Damascus, thus signalling new authority and suggesting legitimacy towards HTS and its leader “The comments from al-Sharaa came as the new government in Damascus…” (Al Jazeera, 2024, December 29). Beyond the capital, BBC News includes strategic locations such as Hmeimim air base, the naval base in Tartous, and the Golan Heights, reminding of the country’s fragmentation with involvement of external actors such as Russia, Iran, Turkey, and Israel. Al Jazeera focuses on different settings, except for a recurring pattern on the “Israeli-occupied Golan Heights”, which gradually becomes one of the dominant narratives. Israel’s actions, new expansions, and militarization of the UN buffer zone are conveyed through condemnation from regional actors. As reported by Al Jazeera, regional leaders “…decried Israel’s seizure of land in Syria…” (Al Jazeera, 2024, December 9). The situation allows positioning of HTS’s leader, Ahmad al-Sharaa, through the discursive legitimacy angle, where al-Sharaa is indirectly portrayed as a responsible actor aiming to solve the situation through diplomatic means rather than start new military operations “The priority at this stage is reconstruction and stability…” (Al Jazeera, 2024, December 15). 
The Initial Transition begins with elimination of symbols associated with Assad’s governance, beginning with removal of Assad dynasty monuments, the hunt for regime loyalists, and finalizing in discussions towards new legitimate and accountable governance. BBC News shifts focus from reporting on the “surprise offensive” and influence of foreign actors to discussions on how to “fill the power vacuum in a legitimate and legal way.” (BBC News, 2025, January 31). The main focus becomes legitimacy and democratic values needed for a stable and secure governing system. BBC reporting changes from an emotional angle to evaluations of normative, legal, and institutional principles required to guide the newly established Syrian government. Human interest appears as dominant intersection in both broadcasters’ reporting, while actor-to-actor, actor-to-event, conflict, and stability/security appear as secondary narratives. BBC integrates legitimacy and democratic values shaped through the need of accountability and legal system. On the other hand, the plot in al Jazeera’s reporting portrays fragile stability situation in Syria, which is challenged by Israel airstrikes, attacks of Assad remnants, assaults on minorities and conflicts between SDF and HTS, constantly contesting the new governance. The overall narrative circles around transition, that emerges during continuous instability and requires “response to the aspirations of the Syrian people to establish international relations that bring peace and stability.” (Al Jazeera, 2024, December 21). To achieve this, governance actions are needed, that by al Jazeera are rationalized to explain why certain policies are taken by the new government. Al Jazeera’s plot construction emphasizes the political process, which is shaped by clear rules of Western leaders expected from HTS and its leader in return for ease of sanctions and continuation of political dialogue. Where, Ahmed al-Sharaa is presented as actively seeking for legitimacy through both, discursive legitimacy through charismatic speeches and seek for international recognition. 
The Initial transition phase shifts characterization based on conflict narrated dynamics, towards governance based roles “Al-Sharaa’s office also said it was forming an independent committee to investigate the clashes and killings carried out by both sides.” (Al Jazeera, 2025, March 10). Both outlets continue to name Bashar al-Assad as the main figure, responsible for his past actions, at the same time framing what values are the most important for future governance. Victim role also continues to be attributed to civilians and displaced persons. The new victim role is assigned to Syrian minorities. This role becomes as a criterion of legitimacy evaluation, as proper representation of minorities is urged to be represented, letting to evaluate legitimacy of new authorities. It is important to mention that no clear hero characterization appears in both outlets.
The moral of the story in the initial transition phase is characterized by clear future-oriented goals needed to achieve by the new Syrian authorities to succeed their legitimacy attempts. Inclusivity, protection of minorities, accountability and transformation of armed authorities to legally based governance bodies are the dominant narratives across both outlets. The main differences appear in the source which conveys the moral of the story, as BBC News continues to focus on international actor perspectives, namely United nations and Western governments including United States. For instance, right after the active conflict phase, US and UK urges the new government to seek for “transparent and inclusive” governance, which would gradually allow to recognize HTS and its leader legitimacy as credible as “long as it emerged from a credible, inclusive process that respected minorities.” (BBC News, 2024d, December 12; BBC News, 2024, December 10). In contrast, Al Jazeera’s moral of the story is characterized by a moral process-oriented narrative, which is expressed by a variety of actors, including the European Union, the United Nations, Arab states, as well as the Syrian transitional government. One of the most important moral of the story expressed by actors is the need to form governance that is “truly inclusive, not [just] lip service.” (al Nahhas in Al Jazeera, 2025, March 9). In this way, inclusivity, together with democratic legitimacy, is used together in narratives around the lifting of economic sanctions.

4.4 Post-settlement transition (13 Mar – 8 Jun 2025)
The post-settlement stage moves from referencing locations symbolic to the fall of Assad regime, to setting which reflects fragmented Syria “Instability has plagued Syria…drawing in government forces and non-state armed factions.” (Al Jazeera, 2025, May 9). The capital, Damascus, continues to be the central focus point, demonstrating transitional authority and the challenges they face. The narratives mention mosques, residential neighbourhoods and government institutions that are used to illustrate rising tensions over fears of emerging sectarian violence. The setting is broadened by clashes between Assad loyalists, new security forces, fighters from Druze minority, Israel and other armed groups that challenge the new government. Cities in southern Syria, such as Deera, Suweida or Jaramana receive the most attention as being the ‘hot spots’ of renewed fighting in Syria. The events in these cities motivate the discussions of the accountability and responsibility of the new governance to avoid escalation of conflict and protection of civilians “Sharaa has pledged to hold the perpetrators to account and ordered the formation of a committee aimed at preserving civil peace.” (BBC News, 2025, March 14). Yet, his words and actions are often met with critique of doing not enough to stop the violence “Trust [in the new government] began to decrease after the events on the coast.” (Jarbou in Al Jazeera, 2025, May 9). Thus, creating chaotic narrative, full of differing opinions and disappointed civilians.
The Post-Settlement phase represents a step back towards conflict. The plot intersects mainly with responsibility, morality, accountability, and economic outcomes. BBC narrates escalation of conflict and responsibility, stating that “With so many forces…the goal of unifying and stabilising the country…remains hugely challenging” (BBC News, 2025, May 1). The period is portrayed as a potential “slide back into conflict.” Al Jazeera continues to discuss broader  government’s efforts to stabilise the country but notes that the situation has “undermined efforts to build a new Syria at peace with itself and the region” (Al Jazeera, 2025, May 9). BBC constructs the Post-Settlement stage as contested period where legitimacy has to be tested and questioned by internal and external actors, based on internationally recognized democratic governance norms. Al Jazeera presents legitimacy through repeated stabilisation efforts, international recognition, and positive attempts to recover the economy.
The Post-settlement transition moves away from future governance plans towards external threats, the need to urgently protect minorities and the overall Syria from possible recurrence of conflict. This is particularly evident in the characterization of actors. All narrative characters, hero, villain and victim are used to emphasizes the urgency of the situation. Syrians and Druze religious minority are considered as main victims of the Syrian transition. Both outlets portray Israel as the main and only external villain, that is framed as the most challenging actor to al-Sharaa governance and overall Syria’s stability. The hero role attributed to the new Syrian government, appears in both outlets. From BBC perspective, heroic role is assigned after the actor takes responsibility and attempts to stabilize the country. It is important to mention, that when the actions of the new authorities are portrayed as insufficient, the actor is not portrayed as villain. Al Jazeera frames new authorities as protectors, that are challenged by constant risks, which in the long run has to be managed.
             In the post-settlement phase, both outlets centre around the idea that transition remains fragile and despite the recent signing of the Constitutional declaration, clashes between various actors, at any moment, can push “Syria to slide back into conflict.” (BBC News, 2025, May 1). Both outlets seem to step back towards the mythopoesis tactic of presenting the moral of the story 62 through if/then narratives. However, at this period, a slight shift from moral warning against the continuation of war towards moral warnings to secure a systematic transition is observed across both outlets. The if/then narrative is now structured around the newly established governance performance, where if the main conditions expressed by international actors are not met, then renewed instability and escalation might occur.

4.5 Framing of Legitimacy Issue Salience
To track how legitimacy narratives evolved through different phases of BBC News and Al Jazeera reporting, this section applies analysis of issue salience, which helps to evaluate legitimacy-related topics by their prominence and elaboration in every transition phase, drawing from the agenda-setting theory developed by McCombs and Shaw (1972). Three levels of issue salience are used to track the importance of legitimacy in reporting: high salience, where legitimacy appears as a central topic, is repeatedly referenced, or discussed in detail; medium salience, where legitimacy is presented as a secondary or background topic; and low salience, where legitimacy remains abstract or receives single mentions. The distribution of legitimacy-linked codes across outlets and transition stages is derived from the profile comparison chart in Maxqda software, which allows tracking changes in legitimacy salience and is visualized in Figure 3. Overall, issue salience appears similar between sources. A shift from low to high issue salience in the Initial transition suggests legitimacy becomes significant after attention from the rebel offensive turns to HTS and its leader’s attempts to govern Syria, while a step back toward medium salience corresponds to resurgence of armed actions in the Post-settlement transition.

Figure 3. Salience of legitimacy values across BBC News and Al Jazeera reporting.
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Across both outlets, legitimacy initially appears as a low-salience issue, undermined by clashes between rebel fighters and the Assad regime. References to legitimacy are mostly implicit and are often used to delegitimize Bashar al-Assad rather than legitimize any alternative authority. BBC News emphasizes democratic legitimacy by framing Assad’s actions as illegitimate through negative moral evaluation, noting that “Assad’s government cracked down violently on peaceful pro-democracy protests” (BBC News, 2024, December 4). A similar delegitimating strategy is used by Al Jazeera, which uses negative moral evaluation, without explicitly naming Assad. It rather uses event-to-event linking to describe the origins of the conflict as morally wrong, stating that “Syria’s war, which began after a brutal crackdown on a popular uprising in 2011” (Al Jazeera, 2024, December 3). In this way, Al Jazeera implicitly suggests the regime to be illegitimate without making legitimacy the central focus of the narrative. Weak hints of legitimacy appear in discussions of HTS’s ability to manage Syria, though such mentions are limited compared to later periods. BBC News refers to HTS as “regarded as one of the most effective and deadly of the groups fighting the Assad government and was already the dominant force in Idlib” (BBC News, 2024, December 1). This functions as rationalization based on achieved results rather than normative or democratic appeals. In such a way, both broadcasters include such short moral evaluations that function as an explanation of why HTS is capable of achieving certain events, rather than guessing why or how legitimate it should be. Therefore, the Deadlock period characterizes legitimacy as a low-salience issue, which is implicit and subject to conflict dynamics, and is instead used as a delegitimizing strategy.
With the sudden state collapse, legitimacy shifts from low to medium salience in BBC News and to low-medium in Al Jazeera. At this stage, legitimacy does not yet suggest legal governing principles but appears in emotional form, where freedom, dignity, peace, and celebrations act as moral and democratic values. BBC News captures civilian perceptions by reporting that “for the very first time, there is a true feeling of freedom” (BBC News, 2024c, December 8). Al Jazeera expresses similar emotional framing through expert voices, noting that for Syrians, al-Assad “will always be remembered as the president who exhibited poor leadership, destroyed his country, and displaced his own people” (Kabalan in Al Jazeera, 2024a, December 8). At the same time, uncertainty regarding the new authorities is expressed through moral judgment. BBC reminds audiences that the alternative government is “an offshoot of al-Qaeda” and that “we don't know the outcome” (BBC News, 2024b, December 8), while Al Jazeera reports that HTS has been designated a terrorist organization by “the United States, the European Union and Turkiye…has been accused by human rights groups of committing abuses in Idlib.” (Al Jazeera, 2024e, December 8). While HTS is portrayed through a rather suspicious angle, yet no clear signs of its delegitimization is evident. Whereas, compared to Bashar al-Assad, who, together with his father, is accused of brutal repressions, based on personal experiences of Syrians, constantly receives narratives based on negative moral evaluations used to delegitimize the authority “… ruled the country for 29 years - and very much like his son, with an iron fist.” (BBC News, 2024a, December 8). In such a way, constructing the legitimacy through a negative prism, where reminders of years of repression urge the need for orderly and democratically based governance. Such dual framing suggests legitimacy to be primarily formed through the complete rejection of the former Assad regime, rather than the rationalization of the new one.
As attention shifts from emotional reactions to governance formation, legitimacy moves toward formal and institutional appeals, thus reaching high salience in BBC News and medium-high salience in Al Jazeera. Reporting aligns with HTS’s transformation from dominant military actor to de facto governance. BBC reports that al-Sharaa stated Syria needed to rebuild its legal system and hold a comprehensive census “to run legitimate elections” (BBC News, 2024, December 29). Where al-Sharaa aims to“fill the power vacuum in a legitimate and legal way” (Al-Sharaa in BBC News, 2025, January 31). Whereas, Al Jazeera also bases its framing on order-based legitimacy but puts more effort into justifying al-Sharaa’s decisions towards the formation of the new order. Thus, employing a rationalization strategy of legitimation, which, as Van Leeuwen (2007) suggests, shapes the audience’s perception by presenting the actor or their actions based on logic. This is evident in this reporting, which presents action initiated by the actor and followed by a clear logic on why a certain action is needed “elections would likely be held after four years because a new census is to be conducted to specify the numbers of eligible voters in the country.” (Sharaa in Al Jazeera, 2024, December 29).
The last phase categorizes legitimacy as medium salience in Al Jazeera, while remaining high in BBC News. The key difference between outlet narrative construction is how the legitimacy is treated. In Al Jazeera’s storyline, legitimacy is observed to become included in broader narratives of the al-Sharaa government's performance. But it is no longer debated whether Ahmed al-Sharaa or his newly formed government is legitimate. This goes closely with the agenda-setting theory, which notes that an issue loses prominence when it becomes routinized. But it also marks that in such an event, the issue receives evaluative depth. This is particularly the case in this phase, as mentions of constitutional declaration, five-year transition, refers to interim President appear as ordinary procedures that every authority possesses. And in comparison, to BBC framing, these are no longer framed as conditional elements, but rather as elements that are normal procedures following the establishment of authority. This idea is expressed by positive outcome values, that highlight that the Syria is already in the process of Post-Settlement “Syria is on a path to recovery and development” (Al Jazeera, 2025, May 16). Additionally, the resurgence of conflict is portrayed as a challenge to governance, rather as a failed legitimacy test. Meaning that the key issue moves from questioning legitimacy towards discussing governance performance. On the other hand, BBC News, frames legitimacy through legal and conditional narratives, where new governance has to continue to adhere to international expectations to secure its authority. Suggesting that unlike Al Jazeera, which portrayed legitimacy as a given and thus receives medium-salience level, this broadcaster never routinizes legitimacy of the new government bodies and instead frames it through compliance and external approval narratives, thus making its legitimacy framing as a high-salience issue.

4.6 Relationship between International Political Discourse and Media Narratives
This section presents how media narratives respond to political developments initiated by international dynamics, suggesting changes in legitimacy. After identifying how BBC News and Al Jazeera narrate Syrian transition using the Narrative Policy Framework, research turns to Smellie and Boswell (2025) typology of narrative circulation to analyse how media narratives respond to change of legitimacy signals. While originally the authors focus on how political actors respond to dominant media narratives, this study employs the typology to analyse the reverse relationship, on how media narratives respond to changes of political legitimacy during different stages of Syria’s political transition. According to researchers, narratives in the media can have four different stances towards the developments of political discourse. Adapted to legitimacy issue, these include: embrace, when media reporting aligns with legitimacy signal expressed by international actors; adapt, when media adapts to international perspectives towards legitimacy but adds modifications or conditions; reject, meaning that narratives towards legitimacy expressed by political developments are opposed; and ignore, suggesting that legitimacy signals suggested by the political discourse are not considered. 
To analyse media’s stance towards legitimacy of Syria’s transitional governance, it is first necessary to establish objective signals of legitimacy suggested by political events taking place during transition. These signals are grouped into four categories discussed earlier: Deadlock, Violent trigger, Initial transition and Post-settlement. Each of these stages is based on concrete political gestures reflected by international community, which are then used to analyse whether media narratives embraced, adapted, rejected or ignored these developments of legitimacy. Reject and ignore types are not discussed, as media showed no opposing or denying patterns towards political developments. As the Table 1 below presents, during the Deadlock period, political events suggested no recognition of legitimacy signal. At this time, the EU, US, UN and many other countries continued to keep HTS as a terrorist entity, denying any possible political engagement. It is reminded by citing US perspective which highlights that there can be no support for the group as “Washington considers HTS to be a ‘terrorist’ group” (Al Jazeera, 2024, December 3), signalizing no negotiable legitimacy at the international level. In line with this, BBC News and Al Jazeera do not integrate legitimacy into their narrative construction, rather briefly presenting it as a background matter.

Table 1. Discursive alignment between political developments and BBC News and Al Jazeera media narratives in reporting legitimacy
	[bookmark: _Toc213338593]Transition stage
	Dominant legitimacy signal in political discourse
	Representative event
	BBC News narrative typology
	Al Jazeera narrative typology

	Deadlock
	No legitimacy
	UN, EU, US maintains HTS terrorist entity
	Embrace
	Embrace

	Violent trigger
	Legitimacy fragmentation
	Consensus between major powers disappears:
· Some start to discuss possible dialogue
· Some remain disengaged
	Adapt (the critique)
	Adapt

	Initial transition
	Negotiations for legitimacy
	· Sanction relief
· High-level diplomatic meetings
	Adapt
	Embrace

	Post-settlement transition
	Full political recognition leading to legitimacy of Syria’s new governance
	· Foreign leaders meet Ahmad al-Sharaa
· Syria is reintegrated to diplomacy
	Adapt
	Embrace



As analysis of NPF and issue salience of Deadlock period suggested, legitimacy remained overshadowed by quickly changing battleground dynamics, humanitarian interest and territorial shifts, while at the same time emphasizing the delegitimization of the Assad regime. Even though a few references to HTS’s military or governance capabilities were observed in both outlets, they were framed through effectiveness and rationalization rather than normative legitimacy angle. According to Smellie and Boswell (2025), such pattern reflects the strategy of embracing, as narratives neither ignored, rejected nor adapted legitimacy, but aligned with the prevailing international stance, treating legitimacy as an issue of future transition phases.
The second media response emerges after the collapse of Assad regime, in the Violent trigger phase. This period demonstrates fragmentation among international actors towards legitimacy. Some states opened diplomatic space for possible dialogue with HTS, saying that “It would be rather ridiculous, actually, if we're unable to engage with the new leadership in Syria because of a proscription dating back 12 years” (Sawers in BBC News, 2024d, December 8). Others, namely the US, noted: “Syria is not our fight” (Trump in BBC News, 2024f, December 8). Political discourse shifts away from delegitimization of the previous regime towards assessment of the new possible government. International actors neither instantly recognize nor categorically reject it, but engage in debates on the new authorities. Both broadcasters adapt their narratives to present perceptions towards legitimacy. In most articles HTS is rationalized and morally evaluated for its military capabilities and ideology. However, BBC News adapts legitimacy narratives through normative critique expressed by international actors. For instance, “Al-Jolani has for years endeavoured to shift the perception of his organisation from one to be feared for its ideological zealotry” (BBC News, 2024h, December 8). Civilian concerns are also emphasized: “we don’t know the outcome of the alternative government…an offshoot of al-Qaeda” (BBC News, 2024b, December 8). Here legitimacy is framed as dependent on future developments, adapting to political uncertainty and cautious international perceptions that present legitimacy as conditional and future oriented. Al Jazeera also adapts to fragmented political discourse, including both positive and negative moral evaluations. In some articles HTS is highlighted as “still considered a ‘terrorist’ group” (Al Jazeera, 2024e, December 8), while in others al-Sharaa is mentioned “as a supporter of pluralism and equality” (Al Jazeera, 2024b, December 8). It is important to mention that this broadcaster reinforces legitimacy as possible but not proved, similar to political discourse stating that “a lot of uncertainties lie ahead” (Al Jazeera, 2024c, December 8). Overall, legitimacy remains debated and conditional.
Clear negotiations for legitimacy begin during the Initial transition phase. Multiple states including the US, EU, Canada, Turkey, Saudi Arabia and Jordan call for lift of sanctions, stating that “for Syria really to be successful, we need to see a delisting, and sanctions lifted” (Pedersen in BBC News, 2024, December 18). Later, “The European Union has lifted select sanctions on Syria as part of an effort to support democratic development” (Al Jazeera, 2025, February 24). Legitimacy is therefore negotiated and dependent on future behaviour. Al Jazeera embraces this perspective, by narrating the new Syrian government as established authority. Its reporting avoids using if/then narrative, by reporting achievements or mistakes made by the new authorities as a process of institutional consolidation, where al-Sharaa is said to “project a reassuring image” (Al Jazeera, 2025, May 7). On the other hand, BBC News, tends to adapt to the recognition of the new authorities reflected by the international political discourse. Even though 71 renewed conflict moves legitimacy salience from high to medium level, BBC continues to repeatedly discuss evaluative criteria including minority protection, legal frameworks, democratic principles and humanitarian values. Therefore, legitimacy continues to be the open question in BBC reporting that transfers to distant future. Overall, it is important to emphasize that despite BBC attempts to adapt to international political discourse on the legitimacy of the group, it never settled the outcome towards the issue but rather continued to test and constantly question HTS and its leader ability to govern Syria. Whereas Al Jazeera fully embraced HTS’s and it leader legitimacy, by admiring the routinization narrative.

5. Conclusion
The research identified two key theoretical lenses towards contemporary political transitions: the mid-conflict perspective, which argues that political transition unfolds gradually within ongoing instability, and the post-conflict approach, which views transition as emerging after violence stabilizes. In the Syrian case, the findings demonstrated that transition overlapped with continued instability and evolved through four stages: Deadlock, Violent trigger, Initial transition, and Post-settlement transition. The Deadlock phase reflected delegitimization of the previous regime and constant reminders of failure to protect civilians; the Violent trigger phase was characterized by high uncertainties; the Initial transition sparked the need to assess the performance of the transitional government; and the Post-settlement stage returned to conflict, shifting hypothetical legitimacy testing to actual assessment. The findings indicate that factual transition emerges prior to legally established principles forming new governance, and that transition does not end when conflict stabilizes or when the regime ends. Instead, it continues to be debated, negotiated, and reversible, highlighting the distinction between the legitimacy of the transition and the legitimacy of its leading authorities. The empirical part revealed that political transition is a complex, multi-layered process that can be guided without full legitimacy, meaning that transition unfolds even without complete stability and immediate validity of its implementers. 
The combination of legitimacy, framing, agenda-setting theories, the Narrative Policy Framework, and narrative circulation typology demonstrated that legitimacy crises in transitional contexts cannot be examined through a single theoretical angle. Normative legitimacy establishes universal evaluation standards; discursive legitimacy explains moral evaluation and justification strategies; framing shapes responsibility, morality, conflict, and human interest perceptions; and issue salience identifies when legitimacy dominates narratives. Analysis of BBC News and Al Jazeera revealed that reporting gradually shifted from conflict-centred coverage towards evaluations of legitimacy of Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS) and Ahmed al-Sharaa. Both broadcasters initially associated HTS with terrorism and violence, signalling no legitimacy, but later positioned the group as a political actor operating within institutional settings and international dialogue. The analysis of the narrative circulation typology identified that shifts in BBC News and Al Jazeera reporting correspond to changes in political discourse and legitimacy signals expressed by international actors. The analysis suggested that media narratives evolved progressively from embracing the delegitimization of Assad and the absence of new, presumptive authority, to adapting to fragmented international perceptions towards new authorities. The key difference lies in their approach: BBC News portrays legitimacy as conditional, ongoing, and reversible, continuously tested against minority protection, democratic principles, and humanitarian interests, while Al Jazeera approaches transition through a process angle, ultimately embracing political recognition and routinizing legitimacy within governance performance. Overall, the findings confirm that media narratives closely followed international legitimacy signals and shaped transitional governance as a conditional and negotiated process, while proposing a universal framework applicable to other contexts of contested legitimacy.
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