It’s Not About Feminism. It’s About Hope for Change
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She called it "the ultimate betrayal", and much else besides. Marcia Pappas did not miss Ted Kennedy and hit the wall. The head of the New York branch of America's venerable National Organisation for Women ripped into the liberal senator for Massachusetts after he endorsed Barack Obama over Hillary Clinton as his preferred Democratic candidate for US President.

For Pappas, this was just another example of the good ol' boys unable to contemplate a woman running the store. "He's joined the list of progressive white men who can't or won't handle the prospect of a woman President who is Hillary Clinton," she said. "They will, of course, say they support a woman President, just not this' one."

Pappas is emblematic of the views of many women who have waited a lifetime for a liberal woman to wield real political power in the US, and can't cope with the thought of their best hope in a generation stumbling in the home straight for the nomination. Speaking as a lifelong feminist, I believe she's misjudged both Kennedy and the political zeitgeist. Seasoned US commentators lined up after the endorsement to intone that nobody should write off the legendary Clinton election machine - increasingly with dual controls, as the ex-President gets down and dirty - or underestimate the latent racism still evident in huge swathes of the American electorate.

The latter point is well made. Nobody who spends much time in the US doubts that, behind the careful veneer of political correctness, there still lies a massive black/white racial divide, exacerbated by inter-ethnic tensions in the non-white community. It leads to unsavoury anomalies such as rich white politicians campaigning against amnesties for the very same illegal immigrants they are happy to have mow their lawns and do their laundry. So if, as Kennedy told his audience, Obama can "close the book on the old politics of race against race, gender against gender and ethnic group against ethnic group", he will have to be a man of outstanding gifts and healing power.

I believe he might be. What Kennedy clearly hears are echoes of his late brother's seductive appeal to Americans to "ask what they can do for their country", and echoes of that generation's willingness - even desperation - to hand the torch to an incumbent promising a reinvention of his country's self- esteem and self-belief. It is that desperation which Martin Luther King memorably characterised as "the fierce urgency of now".

For all Hillary's hands-on experience and Bill's enduring charisma, they represent a brand of politics where brokering deals often seems to take precedence over defending principles. Obama will not be immune from compromise, but he has a priceless gift for articulating the best instincts of a nation that, in recent years, has traded compassion for greed and compromise for belligerence. You might argue that good oratory is no guarantee of good governance, but it's not hard to understand the resonance Obama's words have when he talks of the choice being "not between regions or religions or genders; not about rich versus poor, young versus old or black versus white. It's about the past versus the future".

Thus he takes on the charge of inexperience and repackages it as freshness; a relative lack of political baggage. That is seductive, as is his invitation to "stop settling for what the cynics tell you you must accept, and finally reach for what you know is possible".

It's easy to be sceptical about what George Bush Sr described as that elusive "vision thing"; easy to envisage a coterie of scriptwriters crafting and polishing the Obama soundbites as they did for Jack Kennedy. But sincerity is a quality difficult to fake, however polished the performer. When Obama first impinged on the political consciousness of his party with an eloquently soaring contribution to its convention, he might have been no more than a one-hit wonder. But time and again he has displayed an enviable ability to tap into both the aspirations and fears of his audiences and to wrap these in a vocabulary that speaks of healing and consensus.

It was arresting to watch the silver-haired, septuagenarian Kennedy, himself no slouch at the lectern, talk of "rejecting the counsels of doubt and calculation" and reminding his audience of the need to harness the idealism of youth. There was no lack of symbolism in a moment when the Irish-American elder statesman handed on the baton of liberalism to this fascinating African-American comparative rookie. It might be that economic uncertainty will dissuade the undecided from embracing the brand of change Obama offers. Or it might be, as Ted Kennedy suggests, that the wider electorate will warm to the man who, he says, offers "not just the audacity but the possibility of hope".

