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TEHRAN, Iran -- Amir Reza Ashtiani, a 46-year-old Tehran City Council member and a prospective minister in the cabinet of Iran's newly elected president, sat at a district council office in one of Tehran's poorest slums and listened to residents complain about inflation, high taxes and unemployment.

He scribbled notes, shook his head in acknowledgment and promised to discuss their concerns at City Hall. Mr. Ashtiani, an industrial engineer and self-made man who benefited from a revolution that empowered the poor, was born in this neighborhood and remembers splashing in the sewage-filled waters of the narrow canals. Now, he is one of a new breed of Iranian populists that appear likely to sweep into national office on the coattails of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, the surprise winner of Iran's presidential election in June.

"We are not like other officials. We won't draw a line between ourselves and the public and look down at them," Mr. Ashtiani says. "We have lived their difficult lives and now that we are on top, we are not going to forget them. This is why we had the revolution."

Iran's president-elect will be sworn into office on Saturday, having been endorsed by Iran's supreme leader Wednesday. He is expected to name to his cabinet men like Mr. Ashtiani, well-educated technocrats -- and die-hard loyalists to the hard-line clerical regime that rules the country.

The group, called usolgaran or "principalists," in a reference to the group's commitment to the principles of Islam, is rapidly rising to power in Iran. Some political analysts see them as the regime's last hope for regaining popularity and staying in power.

"The rise of the Iranian neoconservatives has given the regime a unified voice," says Davoud Bavand, a political analyst in Tehran. But, he adds, it remains to be seen whether they use it to open and nurture the economy or to pursue political rhetoric at the risk of stifling sanctions.

Mr. Ahmadinejad's victory gives hard-liners control of all key sectors of government in Iran: Tehran's city council (which usually sets the agenda for other Iranian cities), Parliament and now the presidency. A turning point came two years ago, when hard-liners won Tehran's city council from the reform movement that had controlled the presidency, Parliament and city council since 1997. The reformers' popularity had waned as voters grew frustrated with their failure to deliver on promises.

Now, it is Mr. Ahmadinejad's turn to deliver on promises, such as improving the life of Iranians besieged by an unemployment rate that stood at 11% last year, inflation that remains stubbornly above 15% and widespread corruption. The success of this domestic agenda is intertwined with foreign policy. It may hinge, above all, on whether Iran's government will back off from its nuclear-enrichment program.

Iran's ruling clerics, who appear in control of the country's nuclear decision making, have been uncompromising in the face of Western demands that Tehran give up all nuclear ambitions, even for peaceful purposes, to assure the country won't use the program to produce weapons. Iran already has announced it plans to restart its enrichment program regardless of pending negotiations with Europe. Both the U.S. and its European allies have stated that such a move by Iran will lead to Iran being referred to the United Nations Security Council for economic sanctions.

So far, Iran has backed off on its rhetoric when the threat of sanctions has become imminent. Western diplomats in Tehran say the regime fears sanctions will cripple an already-troubled economy, increase unemployment and inflation and turn the population against it.

Mr. Ashtiani, who has served as the new president's economic adviser and is being pegged as the next minister of industry, is the son of a shopkeeper and grew up in one of Tehran's poorest districts. In high school he listened to underground speeches at the local mosque. When revolutionary fervor hit the streets in the late '70s and the Shah was ousted, he was a freshman at Tehran University's engineering college and an active student revolutionary.

At the age of 20, he was named the managing director of a food factory the government had confiscated from private owners. Mr. Ashtiani continued his career as manager of various government factories until two years ago, when he resigned to become a full-time city council member.

Like many of Mr. Ahmadinejad's close aides, Mr. Ashtiani says he owes his success and his political rise to the revolution and will do anything for the regime's survival. "We were willing to give our life for the regime during the war," Mr. Ashtiani says. "Now, we will safeguard it with all our means."

They say they favor privatization, but also promise equal sharing of wealth. They say they recognize that tackling unemployment requires foreign investment, but have announced that Iranian companies will be favored over foreign ones in big projects in the oil-and-gas sector. Mr. Ashtiani and his colleagues say they support reform, but not the gradual democratization and scaling back of the powers of unelected clerics that departing reformist President Mohammad Khatami had promised, but ultimately failed to deliver.

"Reform is wrong if we are talking about upheaval of the system," Mr. Ashtiani says. "We believe that Islam has the answer to everything: economy, politics and social issues. We want reforms that will bring the system closer to the purist visions of Islam and our revolution."
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