
 

Cornell Political Union 
Resolved: Does the Vote of the Individual Matter? 

 
 

Debate on 12/4/15 with Guest Speaker Andre Little, Assistant Professor of 
Government at Cornell University 



Speaker (Prof. Andrew Little) 
This week, Andrew Little, an Assistant Professor of Government at Cornell University, 

brought Cornell Political Union's fall semester to a close. Professor Little argued that the vote of 
the individual has little to no impact on the political process.  

His argument opened with a visual: a photo of the electoral tie between two Mississippi 
State Senators that resulted in the drawing of straws to determine the winner of their election. 
Mississippi Law dictates that in the case of a tie between two candidates, straws must be drawn 
to determine the winner, and on November 20, 2015 that was exactly the case.Professor Little 
used this example to argue that a single vote, in this unlikely scenario, would have decided the 
election. However, Professor Little went on to explain the likelihood of ties within elections at 
various levels of government and provided some daunting mathematical figures. 

Using binomial theory, he went through the likelihood of an individual’s vote being 
critical in a variety of cases. For example, in the state of New York, the probability of one 
person's vote swinging the election is 1 in a billion. However, he did concede that in lower level 
elections the chance of an individual’s vote being critical does increase to a still unsettling 1 in 
100,000. 

Professor Little concluded his argument with mathematical certainty. In a state like New 
York, where you are more likely to be struck by lightning than having your vote make an impact 
on the political process, the costs of an individual voting are too high to outweigh the potential 
benefits. 

The Union members, however, seemed unsatisfied with that assertion. Critics of 
Professor Little’s argument initially brought up the overall benefit of having a voting process that 
calls on an individual's civic duty. Comments were also made questioning whether likelihoods 
might change in a multi-party system and whether we should be focusing on driving down the 
individual costs of voting. 

In the end, the Union resolved by an 62% to 38% final vote, with 1 abstention, in 
disagreement with the argument of Professor Little. The 1 abstention seemed to reflect part of 
Professor Little's argument that staying out of the electoral process was more beneficial to the 
individual. However, the 62% vote commending the impact of a single person's vote constituted 
a win for voting impact and a respectful, but clear, difference of opinion from that of Professor 
Little. So be it resolved that the Cornell Political Union believes that the vote of the individual 
does meaningfully contribute to and impact the political process. 
 


