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Hardline and pragmatic conservatives are set to battle it out in Iran's parliamentary elections


TIME is up for Iran’s election candidates. Campaigning finished at 8am on Thursday 13th March, leaving voters to consider how to cast their votes in parliamentary elections the next day. For many the choice is simple: vote conservative or ultra-conservative. Opposition reformists had hoped to capitalise on widespread discontent about the government’s mismanagement of the economy but the disqualification of thousands of their candidates is a severe blow. Instead the challenge to President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad’s hardliners will come from traditional conservatives.

Unlike previous contests between reformist and conservative factions the battle this time sets the hardline supporters of Mr Ahmadinejad, the self-dubbed “men of principle”, against more pragmatic conservatives. This second group has coalesced around Ali Larijani, a former nuclear negotiator, Muhammad Qalibaf, the mayor of Tehran, and Mohsen Rezaii, a former commander of the Revolutionary Guards. Three years ago this trio was considered hardline. Today they seem like the voices of reason.

Even if reason prevails not much will change. The country's parliament, or majlis, is certainly not a supine body. It drafts laws, ratifies treaties (such as on nuclear non-proliferation) and debates the annual budget. But it plays a secondary role to the Guardian Council. Its dozen members are directly or indirectly appointed by Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, the supreme leader and most powerful figure in Iran. Nevertheless the majlis can at least influence national debates.

If the pragmatists will not make any fundamental changes to Iran’s political system or give up Iran’s nuclear programme, they do at least eschew Mr Ahmadinejad’s more inflammatory language on the Holocaust and Israel. They are not likely to give up Iran’s nuclear ambitions, but might work harder to convince sceptics abroad that those ambitions are peaceful. 

Mr Qalibaf is of particular interest. Having stood against Mr Ahmadinejad for the presidency in 2005, he is now mayor of Tehran and is touted as Mr Ahmadinejad’s most formidable challenger in the next presidential election. Mr Qalibaf is supported by Mr Larijani, a protégé of Ayatollah Khamenei. If their coalition succeeds in these elections, Mr Qalibaf will be well placed to challenge Mr Ahmadinejad for the presidency again, in June 2009.

The election is likely to hurt the chances of the reformists putting forward a contender with any hope of winning the next presidential elections. Any chance that reformists had of increasing their representation was stymied by the disqualifications—they are only competing in 50% of seats. Anoush Ehteshami of Durham University describes the elections as “a stitch up”, predicting that reformists will lose seats in the majlis because they have not been able to mobilise their supporters. If so the reformists may still hang on in urban areas but will sacrifice their rural base. 

The economy is the biggest problem for Mr Ahmadinejad’s faction. Iran is awash with oil cash but inflation is soaring and anger is growing over the government’s fiscal ineptitude. In an attempt to counter this Mr Ahmadinejad has been careful to lavish time and money on the provinces where support for him is still strongest.
Mr Ahmadinejad’s conservative opponents are likely to benefit from resentment about the economy. But even if they can capitalise on this, they will not be able to challenge him immediately. Next year’s budget will be their first opportunity to take on the president in parliament. Mr Ahmedinejad may be more immediately concerned about how his hardliners fare in Friday's poll.

Even if his faction does badly in these elections Mr Ahmadinejad still retains the crucial support of the supreme leader. Though Mr Khamenei has criticised Mr Ahmadinejad in the past, he shows no sign of withdrawing his patronage. He is, however, sensitive to popular opinion, and if these elections suggest that enthusiasm for the president’s faction is fading, his position could change.

