The “Lion and Sun Associations”

Regime Security Activity Under Monarchist Cover in Iranian Universities

After the suppression of the January 2026 uprising, Iranian universities reopened in late February, and a new wave of
student protests began, largely around commemorations marking forty days since those killed in the uprising. The
protests lasted only five days. At almost the same moment, a new phenomenon appeared across the campuses:
organizations calling themselves the “Lion and Sun Associations”.

Their emergence was unusually rapid and coordinated. Over the three days immediately following the reopening of the
universities, formation statements appeared from campuses across Iran, while more than forty Telegram channels were
opened for associations claiming to represent different universities. Similar names, symbols, political language and
timing gave the appearance not of a gradual student initiative, but of a structure prepared to enter the universities as
soon as protests resumed.

The strongest evidence came from the students organizing those protests. In a late-February 2026 Clubhouse discussion
involving around seventy active students inside Iran, participants described the associations as government-linked
bodies operating under student and monarchist cover. One student, Arash, said they had appeared just as the protests
were beginning to intensify, were cooperating with university security, or Herasat, and were working to shut the
protests down. Another student, Sima, said she had spoken with students at Tehran University, Iran University of
Science and Technology and Shahid Beheshti University and heard the same pattern: pressure to prevent republican
students from being heard, cooperation with Herasat, the passing of activists’ names to security offices, and pressure on
students to repeat pro-Pahlavi slogans. Students who refused were threatened.

That cooperation with Herasat is the central fact. An independent monarchist student organisation might campaign for
its preferred political figure. A body that identifies protesting students, passes names to university security, suppresses
competing slogans and assists the machinery responsible for controlling the campus is performing a security function.

Its political line reinforces the same conclusion. The associations did not simply oppose the Islamic Republic; they
systematically sought to recast the political identity of the student protests around Pahlavi while portraying other
opposition currents as enemies. One revealing example appeared in a post presented as an analysis of slogans heard in
67 video clips from the demonstrations. It claimed that “Javid Shah” (“Long live the Shah) accounted for 24 per cent
of the slogans, “This is the final battle, Pahlavi will return” for 15 per cent, “Death to the three corrupt forces: the
mullah, the leftist and the MEK” for 12 per cent, “Dishonourable” — directed at the regime’s repression vehicles — for
10 per cent, and slogans calling for the restoration of names associated with the Pahlavi era for a further 8 per cent. Yet
the principal slogans actually heard across the student protests were “Death to Khamenei” and “Death to the dictator”.
The significance of this distorted presentation lies precisely in what it omits and what it elevates: direct opposition to
the ruling regime is pushed into the background, while monarchist slogans are presented as the defining voice of the
campuses. At the same time, the slogan against “the three corrupt forces” expands the category of the enemy beyond
the clerical regime to include the left and the MEK. The purpose is therefore not merely to promote Reza Pahlavi, but
to manufacture the impression that the universities are overwhelmingly monarchist, while depicting other democratic
and overthrow-oriented forces as illegitimate enemies. In that sense, the post itself provides a particularly clear
illustration of the political function of these associations: magnify Pahlavi, minimise the anti-regime character of the
protests, and redefine the opposition so that Pahlavi alone appears to remain as the legitimate alternative.
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The infrastructure surrounding the associations was equally revealing. A central “Union of Lion and Sun Associations’
channel had been created earlier and announced the formation of an “Immortal Guard” and even “SAVAK” structures
on campuses. It accused progressive students of receiving money from the MEK and issued physical threats against
them. The network also continued posting on days of severe internet restrictions, a pattern consistent with privileged
access unavailable to ordinary users.

Within five days, the university protests had been extinguished. The associations had helped impose pro-Pahlavi
slogans, marginalize independent student voices, identify activists and cooperate with Herasat while presenting
themselves as an anti-regime movement. The universities therefore provide a concentrated example of the wider
operation seen during the January 2026 uprising: regime-linked structures operating under monarchist cover, inserting a
controlled political identity into genuine protests and then using that identity both to suppress the protest itself and to
present Reza Pahlavi as its political beneficiary.

The following pages reproduce formation statements issued by several “Lion and Sun Associations” at Iranian
universities. These statements were published in the associations’ Telegram channels, all of which were created within
the narrow period between 21 and 23 February 2026. The statements were strikingly similar not only in their political
content and language, but also in their visual presentation and overall design.
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