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The issue: The Democratic National Committee (DNC) elected its new chair on Saturday, 

February 26th at its meeting in Atlanta, Ga. There were eight candidates, but former Labor 

Secretary Thomas E. Perez and Rep. Keith Ellison from Minnesota were the primary contenders 

for the position. Ultimately, Mr. Perez received 235 votes out of a total 435, and thus became 

the new chair of the DNC. Mr. Perez, as a gesture toward party unity, asked Congressman 

Ellison to serve as Deputy Chair. Ellison accepted the invitation. 

 

The background: Barack Obama’s 8 year-long presidency left the Democratic Party in rather 

poor shape. While the Democratic Party controlled the White House, both houses of Congress, 

and the majority of state legislatures in 2009, it sustained heavy losses in 2016. The Republicans 

took control of the White House as well as the U.S. Congress. They also currently govern the 

majority of states and have majorities in most state legislatures. All in all, the Democrats had 

lost some 1,000 seats on various levels of government by 2016. 

The scandals that emerged around the DNC during the presidential primaries did not help either. 

It turned out that the DNC, which was supposed to provide a level playing field for the 

candidates, acted in favor of Hillary Clinton and against Sen. Bernie Sanders. The chair, Rep. 

Debbie Wasserman Schultz, had to step down at the behest of President Obama on the eve of the 

Democratic Party national convention. The interim chair, former deputy chair Donna Brazile, 

faced her own set of ethical challenges. She was working for CNN as a political commentator, 

and it was revealed that she leaked questions to the Clinton-camp before debates with Sen. 

Sanders and town hall meetings. CNN finally fired Ms Brazile, but damage had already been 

done. Despite Donna Brazile’s ethical misjudgment, she was able to stay on as interim chair of 

the DNC. One might suspect that the Obama-Clinton wing of the party might have wanted to 

exert some influence by proxy over the election of the new DNC chair. 

 

The losses of the Democratic Party in the past few years and the shady dealings within the DNC 

point to a rather deep fault line splitting the Democratic party. In 2008, it was between the 

centrist Clinton-wing and the more leftist or progressive Obama-wing. The fault line has shifted 

to the left in 2016: it was basically between the left-of-center Obama-Clinton wing and the 

resurgent, unabashedly radical leftist, socialist wing: the Sanders-followers. The DNC was 

doing its best to prevent Sen. Sanders from ”stealing” the nomination from the Party’s 

”anointed” candidate, Hillary Clinton. As one of the unintended consequences, its dirty tricks 

managed to alienate millions of Sanders-voters (one opinion poll put it around 40 percent of the 

Sanders-supporters who vowed that they would never vote for Hillary Clinton). After the 

election, the election of the new DNC chair became the new focal point in the fight for control 

of the Democratic party. 
 



 
 
 

The Obama-Clinton wing of the Democratic Party, including, among others former Vice 

President Joe Biden and White House counselor Valerie Jarrett, threw its support behind 

Thomas E. Perez. The former consumer advocate, civil rights lawyer, and Labor Secretary 

during Barack Obama’s second term in the White House is Dominican-American. He was at one 

point mentioned as a potential running mate of Hillary Clinton’s in the presidential campaign in 

2016. He suggested that the party should go out into the suburbs and rural America, and 

reconnect with the American workers, many of whom defected to the Republicans in the past 

few years. Overall, however, Mr. Perez is more of a man of the status quo, and he would like to 

keep the party close to corporate America as well. His opponent was Rep. Keith Ellison, the first 

Muslim member of the U.S. Congress (currently, there are two), and the first African-American 

to be elected from Minnesota into the U.S. Congress. Congressman Ellison, in fact, is a member 

of the Democratic-Farmer-Labor Party in Minnesota; it is a Democratic Party affiliate – and it 

stands to the left of mainstream Democrats. Rep. Ellison co-chairs the Congressional 

Progressive Caucus. Some of his past comments and positions on issues have raised eyebrows, 

even within the Democratic party: at one point in his life he supported the Nation of Islam and 

its radical, sometimes anti-Semitic leader, Louis Farrakhan. He used the Qur’an instead of the 

Bible at the reenactment of his swearing in ceremony (true, the copy once belonged to Thomas 

Jefferson). Congressman Ellison was running for chair of the DNC on a platform practically 

taken out of Sen. Sanders’ presidential election campaign book with a strong anti-corporate and 

anti-special interest emphasis. The list of his supporters reads like a roster of progressive (aka 

leftist) politicians and organizations, including Sens. Sanders and Chuck Schumer (Minority 

Leader), Rep. Nancy Pelosi, New York Mayor Bill de Blasio, as well organizations such as 

MoveOn.org, Progressive Change Campaign Committee, Democracy for America, 350 Action, 

and Presente Action. This hardcore leftist group would like to wean the Democratic Party off its 

dependency on big money and towards a small-dollar fundraising model—very much like the 

one used by Sen. Sanders during his presidential campaign. On the other hand, Congressman 

Ellison’s religion has created concerns among some people; the American Jewish Congress 

feared that Rep. Ellison’s election might threaten the relationship between the U.S. and Israel.  

 

The DNC elected Thomas E. Perez, its first Latino chair, after intense campaigning. His victory 

comes as a triumph of the Obama-Clinton wing, which is likely to try to control the DNC 

through the new chair. The feud between them and the Sanders-Ellison camp seems to be 

continuing. A number of Ellison-supporters suspected foul play when they heard the result of 

the election, and shouted down Donna Brazile with chants of ”party for the people, not big 

money.” The fact is that unity seems to remain as elusive for the Democratic Party as it was 

during the presidential campaign. For instance, Sen. Sanders is not willing to hand over his e-

mail list of 2,5 million supporters to the DNC. 

 

The Democratic Party does not have much time to pull its act together. The midterm 

Congressional elections will be held in eighteen months, and the Democrats will have to defend 

26 seats in the U.S. Senate as compared to the 8 Republican seats up for reelection. Sen. Sanders 

complained frustratedly at a television interview after the DNC-chair election that ”the same 

old, the same old” would not win. For the time being, it seems that ”the same old” has won in 

the DNC, in a sense.  


