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Zimbabwe Rivals Meet in Bid to End Crisis 
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President Robert Mugabe of Zimbabwe, center, met on Monday with his political enemies, Morgan Tsvangirai, right, and Arthur Mutambara, in Harare. 

After a bloody election season marked by beatings and assassinations of opposition supporters, Zimbabwe’s feuding political leaders met face to face on Monday to sign an agreement laying out terms for negotiations to wrest their land out of political chaos.

While the accord itself was a modest step in light of Zimbabwe’s collapse and the many hurdles to a final resolution, the sight of President Robert Mugabe in the same room as his nemesis, Morgan Tsvangirai, was a striking departure from the political bloodletting of recent months and the deep antipathy between the two men. They even shook hands. 

“You can all imagine what an occasion it is for the leader of the ruling party and the leader of the winning party to be sitting to discuss” a settlement, said a smiling Mr. Tsvangirai, who has survived three assassination attempts and says the government stole the presidential elections from him in March. 

Even Mr. Mugabe, who has sworn that “only God” could remove him as president and ridiculed the opposition leader as a lackey of Zimbabwe’s former colonial masters, spoke in unusually conciliatory tones. “We sit here in order for us to chart a new way, a new way of political interaction,” he said.

The ceremony, in a Harare hotel, was a diplomatic coup for Thabo Mbeki, the president of neighboring South Africa, who has labored for months as a mediator, rejecting international criticism that he favored Mr. Mugabe and stood by as the opposition endured a broad campaign of violence against it. 

But whether the opening of negotiations was a staged showing of cooperation under international pressure, a sign of the opposition’s weakness or a real path toward peace remained unclear. The opposition said it got much of what it demanded before engaging in substantive talks: a commitment to end political violence and the participation of international bodies in the mediation process. 

But given Mr. Mugabe’s unbridled exercise of power during the election season, he enters the negotiations with the overwhelming upper hand, analysts said. Few expected him to yield any significant ground now. 

“I think this is an incredibly cynical maneuver by him,” said Robert Rotberg, an expert on conflict resolution at the Kennedy School of Government at Harvard. He added, “Mugabe is playing for keeps,” possibly using the negotiations to preserve his legitimacy in Africa and guard against punitive measures from the United States and the European Union.

Even the opposition was skeptical. 

“We are dealing with a rogue leader who does not respect his own rules, nor does he even respect his own signature,” said Thabitha Khumalo, deputy spokesperson for the opposition.

In the agreement, which was also signed by a separate opposition faction, the sides pledged to seek a new government of national unity and a new constitution. In the meantime, they agreed “to eliminate all forms of political violence.” Finally, the sides agreed on a tight timeline for the discussions: two weeks.

But the thorniest questions remain. The framework says nothing about who would lead the new government, or how power would be divided.

Mr. Mbeki has insisted on steering the negotiations himself — resisting international calls for more fervent intervention — out of a longstanding suspicion of Western interference, his political tensions with the trade union movement from which Mr. Tsvangirai emerged and an abiding conviction that only his special bond with Mr. Mugabe can resolve the crisis, his colleagues and chroniclers say. 

But Mr. Tsvangirai had grown increasingly hostile to Mr. Mbeki’s mediation, and repeatedly demanded that he be replaced. The mood shifted last week when Mr. Mbeki agreed to open up the process somewhat, allowing the African Union, the United Nations and a 14-nation group of southern African nations to participate. Analysts said Mr. Tsvangirai probably agreed to sit at the negotiating table because he saw it as his only chance of ending the political violence and of gaining a role in a new government.

The analysts said Mr. Mugabe was also probably under pressure from Mr. Mbeki to at least be seen as moving the negotiating process forward, especially after South African diplomats helped to scuttle an American-led effort at the United Nations Security Council to impose sanctions against Zimbabwe this month.

“It may be that Mugabe merely used this to deflate the momentum for sanctions,” said Sebastian Spio-Garbrah, an Africa and Middle East analyst at the Eurasia Group in New York. After the Security Council effort failed, for example, European Union officials said they would try to widen their own sanctions against Zimbabwe. 

“It is an historic agreement, the fact that Tsvangirai and Mugabe are in the same room and appended their signatures to the same document,” Mr. Spio-Garbrah added. “But it may unravel under pressure as the two sides jockey for position in the unity government.”

Of the two opponents, most analysts said that Mr. Tsvangirai was taking the greater risk by appearing with Mr. Mugabe to sign the agreement, and that Mr. Mugabe might now try to draw out the negotiations until international attention moved away.

Mr. Tsvangirai “is going to be quite vulnerable,” said Stephen Morrison, director of the Africa program at the Center for Strategic and International Studies in Washington. 

“It is a very risky strategy for him within the M.D.C. and among the voting public at large who went out on a limb for him back in March,” he said, referring to the opposition party, the Movement for Democratic Change.

Mark Ashurst, director of the Africa Research Institute in London, argued that Mr. Mugabe was sending only marginal actors to the negotiations and not officials from his inner circle, a further sign that the talks were precarious. But South African officials argue that negotiations have delivered results between the two sides in the past, and have the capacity to work again. 
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