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Math Ed Matters by MatthewMaddux is a bimonthly column telling slightly bent, untold, true 
stories of mathematics teaching and learning.  
 
The Lottery is a Tax onÉ  
Egan J Chernoff 
 

The lottery is a tax on the stupid. 
Egan plays the lottery. 

Therefore, Egan is stupid. 
 

ow that I see it in print, that’s rough—even more so, because you could swap stupid 
with poor or even mathematically challenged! But, as I typed in “the lottery is a tax 
on…”, Google’s autocomplete feature gave me three options: poor, stupid, and 

mathematically challenged. Actually, there was a fourth option of poor and stupid.  
 
Full disclosure: As I’ve alluded to in the above syllogism, I play the lottery. And there you 
have it, just like that, it would appear that I’m stupid, and poor, and mathematically 
challenged. Quite the mess I’ve gotten myself into here. With no immediate plans to turn 
off Google’s autocomplete service on my computers, nor to stop religiously buying $3 Lotto 
6/49 and $1 Western 649 tickets (I never play the $1 EXTRA) every single Wednesday and 
Saturday, my last hope lies in disproving the conclusions of these syllogisms. In other 
words, it’s time to openly test my stupidity.  
 
Good news—maybe I’m not stupid after all. The conclusion of the syllogism that I began 
this article with is not necessarily valid; as it turns out, I made a sweeping generalization. 
Consider a different, but similar syllogism:  
 

Birds fly. 
The Emu is a bird. 

Therefore, Emus fly. 
 

Emus, of course, are flightless birds. They don’t fly. Similarly, although Egan plays the 
lottery, maybe Egan is not stupid after all? To make absolutely sure, let’s turn our attention 
to the well-known aphorism: the lottery is a tax on the stupid/poor/mathematically-
challenged. 

N 
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The Lottery is a Tax on the Mathematically Challenged 
First, let’s address the elephant in the room: You’re (probably) not going to win the lottery. 
You’re (probably) not going to win Lotto 6/49. You’re (probably) not going to win Western 
649. You are definitely (probably) not going to win Lotto Max or Western Max. I am aware 
of this fact each and every time I play the lottery. How do I know? I’ve crunched the 
numbers.  
 
The odds of winning the lottery—I’m talking Jackpot 
here—for Lotto 6/49 and Western 649 are the same. You 
have a one in thirteen million, nine hundred eighty-three 
thousand, eight hundred sixteen (1/13983816) chance of 
winning the lottery (if you buy just one ticket). For 
illustrative purposes, let’s look at the calculation.  
 
Winning the lottery is simple (if not probable): If the six 
numbered balls drawn, out of the 49 numbered balls in 
total, match the six on your ticket, you win. The order in 
which the balls are drawn does not matter. Say, by way of 
example, you choose the numbers 4 8 15 16 23 42. Believe it 
or not, there are 720 (or 6!) different ways that those six 
numbers can be arranged, but all of those 720 different ways 
are essentially, according to the rules of Lotto 6/49 and Western 649, the same ticket (i.e., 4 
8 15 16 23 42 and 23 16 4 15 42 8 and the other 718 different arrangements are the same 
numbers, just presented in different order). Keep this number, 720, in mind. Now, there are 
49 different numbers that could be drawn first, and once that ball is drawn, it can’t be drawn 
again. So, for the second number that is drawn, there are only 48 left to draw from. Then, 
there are 47 left for the third ball drawn, and so on. This equates to 49!48!47!46!45!44. 
“Multiplication?!”  
 
Multiplication of the numbers—as opposed to, say, addition—stems from the Fundamental 
Counting Principle, which is usually taught in school by way of examples. Say your meal 
consists of a choice between 3 sandwiches and 2 drinks. Then, there are six possible meals 
that can be made from the 2 sandwiches and 3 drinks: Sandwich1 with Drink1, Sandwich1 
with Drink2, Sandwich1 with Drink3, Sandwich2 with Drink1, Sandwich2 with Drink2, and 
Sandwich2 with Drink3. (Keep this principle in mind the next time some fast-food company 
or Dell computers is bragging about how many different choices they have for their 
customers.) Putting the former and the latter together, there are (49!48!47!46!45!44)/720 
or 13 983 816 possible lottery tickets, with the division by 720 taking into account the fact 
that a given set of numbers can be arranged in 720 ways. So, if you buy one lottery ticket, 
you have a 1 in 13 983 816 chance of winning the lottery. Yes, if you buy two tickets instead 
of one, then you have doubled your chances of winning. 
 
Extending the argument presented for Lotto 6/49 and Western 649 to Lotto Max and 
Western Max —which also uses 49 possible numbers, but you have to pick seven instead of 
six numbers—there are 49!48!47!46!45!44!43/5040, or 85 900 584 possible ticket 
combinations. Actually, when you buy the ticket you have to play three sets of numbers, 
which means that your odds of winning the Jackpot are 3 out of 85 900 584 or 1 in 28 633 
528. (The numbers associated with winning the lotteries in the United States, e.g., 
Powerball, Mega Millions, and the like, are even zanier.)  
 

“You’re (probably) not 
going to win Lotto 
6/49. You’re 
(probably) not going 
to win Western 649. 
You are definitely 
(probably) not going 
to win Lotto Max or 
Western Max. I am 
aware of this fact 
every time I play the 
lottery.” 
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Like I said earlier, you are (probably) not going to win the lottery. As shown, you have a 
1/13983816 chance to win Lotto 6/49 and Western 649, and a 1/28633528 chance to win 
Lotto Max and Western Max. However, as countless math students around the world 

demonstrate on a daily basis, fluency with calculations or 
algorithms does not, necessarily, equate with a conceptual 
understanding of said topic; in this instance, the 
probability of winning the lottery. Alternatively stated, my 
ability to determine the odds of winning the lottery does 
not necessarily mean that I’m not mathematically 
challenged.  
 
However, at least with respect to the lottery, I can say, with 
confidence, that I’m not mathematically challenged. I’ve 
looked at the numbers from many different angles. I am 
comfortable with the concepts of dependent and 
independent events, permutations, combinations, 
factorials, and other mathematical notions related to the 

mathematics of the lottery. Digging into the lottery a little deeper, I’ve played around with 
the expectation and expected value given various different scenarios involving the size of 
the jackpot, and have looked at assumptions around how many people buy tickets and 
potential numbers they might play (e.g., 1 2 3 4 5 6). Beyond calculating the odds of winning 
the lottery, I have also dug into the research on how we, human beings, have difficulty 
comprehending very large numbers and very small numbers, such as 1/13983816. 
Although I’m not sure I should admit it, I’ve even conducted a though experiment where, 
given the right conditions, I would buy each and every ticket combination possible, which 
would guarantee that I won the jackpot. You’ll be happy to hear that cooler heads have 
prevailed, which is a saving-face way of saying that nobody would bankroll my buy-every-
ticket solution. To reiterate, with respect to the lottery, I don’t think that I’m mathematically 
challenged.  
 
Yet, there I am, twice a week, buying my lottery tickets. And I’m not alone. Lots of math 
teachers play the lottery. I even know of math professors who play the lottery. Speaking of 
university faculty, I regularly—especially at the campus convenience store—observe 
people that I know, people who are also not mathematically challenged, buying lottery 
tickets. What gives?! Well, according to Google’s auto-search results, another possibility is 
that we’re stupid.  
 
The Lottery is a Tax on the Stupid 
“Stupid is as stupid does,” said Forrest Gump, which, to 
me, means that you can’t judge stupidity based on a 
person’s appearance alone—you have to also take their 
actions into account. Case in point: I appear, on the surface, 
to not be stupid. Maybe it’s the thick-framed glasses that I 
had to start wearing at the age of 30, or the plethora of 
witty math T-shirts that make up a large portion of my 
wardrobe, or the professorial Birkenstocks. In short, at 
times, I think I look smart. But, no matter how smart I think 
I look, I know I’m seen as stupid while standing in line at 
the gas station with Lotto 6/49 and Western 649 tickets in my hand. You know the look as 
soon as you see it, another person judging your actions; I get it all the time while buying 
lottery tickets. But, if they only gave me a chance to explain myself, tell them who I am and 

“No matter how smart 
I think I look, I know 
I’m seen as stupid 
while standing in line 
at the gas station with 
Lotto 6/49 and 
Western 649 tickets in 
my hand.” 

“As countless math 
students around the 
world demonstrate on 
a daily basis, fluency 
with calculations or 
algorithms does not, 
necessarily, equate 
with a conceptual 
understanding of said 
topic; in this instance, 
the probability of 
winning the lottery.” 
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what I do, and all the things I know about the lottery, I’d share with them that the lottery 
only appears to be a tax on the stupid.  
 
Let me explain. I contend that the lottery only appears to be a tax on the stupid because, as 
we are finding out through research in various academic fields (e.g., psychology), we need 
to rethink our notion of stupid. The field of economics, thanks largely to Amos Tversky and 
Daniel Kahneman, has, for the most part, long abandoned the notion of the rational 
economic man, and a plethora of research detailing various heuristics and biases has 
developed into a field known as behavioral economics. As an example, let’s say you are 
playing a very simple lottery where all you have to do is pick one number from, say, 49 
numbers. If your number is drawn, then you win the jackpot; if it’s not, then you lose. 
Simple, right? Here’s the rub: What if I told you that a particular number has not been 
drawn for a long time—a really long time? Well, should you decide to start playing that 
particular number because it’s “due,” you, my friend, are falling prey to what is known as 
the gambler’s fallacy. In the case of the lottery, and in many other instances (e.g., flipping a 
fair coin), if a number (or face of a coin) has not come up for a long time, it does not have a 
higher chance of coming up in the future. The thing is, though, it kind of feels like it should 
be more likely to come up. And you’re not alone if you feel this way. A lot of people fall 
prey to the gambler’s fallacy, even after being told about it. This fallacy can account for 
why, if you’re ever in a casino, you’ll see some chairs at the slot machines tipped up against 

the machine, which are meant to indicate that the people 
who were playing need a quick break but want to keep 
playing those particular machines when they get back 
because, in their head, they’re due to pay out soon. Don’t 
you dare start playing their machine! I contend that it is 
sanctimonious to dismiss all these people as stupid; after 
all, psychological insights into human behavior can 
explain why all those chairs are tipped up against the slot 
machines that seem overdue for a payout. 
 
Let’s get back, now, to rethinking stupid with respect to 
the lottery. Sure, playing the lottery, knowing full well that 
you (probably) will not win the lottery, is admittedly a 
pretty good definition of stupid. But, if there are so many 

people involved in the act, there must be something more going on than “everybody who 
plays the lottery is stupid.” We could, here, use a method of analysis where psychological 
insights into human behavior are applied in order to explain lottery ticket decision-making. 
We could also, relatedly, delve into the well-established “Are humans innate statisticians?” 
discussion. However, instead, I contend that there are even more very non-stupid decisions 
being employed by people who play the lottery. Let’s look at a few. 
 
I have found, among those people that play the lottery, that you are considered more 
stupid, and more mathematically challenged, if you always play the same numbers instead 
of choosing different numbers every time (by using the Quick Pick generator, or some other 
method). I agree, you don’t have a greater chance of winning the lottery if you play the 
same numbers or, for that matter, different numbers. However, there are pros and cons to 
doing so. On the one hand, playing the same numbers is a curse because, as anyone who 
plays the same numbers will tell you, the numbers are forever burned into your brain (e.g., 
4 8 15 16 23 42). To be clear, knowing your six numbers isn’t the burden. The burden is if 
you ever miss playing a draw! Oh my god—the anxiety is unreal. Why? Well, imagine if, 
this one time, the one time you missed playing a draw, your numbers—the six that you 

“Sure, playing the 
lottery, knowing full 
well that you 
(probably) will not 
win, is admittedly a 
pretty good definition 
of stupid. But, if there 
are so many people 
involved in the act, 
there must be 
something more 
going on…” 
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play over and over, and which are forever burned into your brain—hit. All you would have 
to do is look in the newspaper or online and your winning ticket, the one you did not buy, 
would be staring back at you. You would be devastated! On the other hand, playing the 
same numbers is a blessing. There is no decision for you to make when you buy your ticket, 
as it’s the same numbers every time. Also, checking the draws is super easy, because you 
know your numbers off by heart; moreover (for all you conspiracy theorists out there), you 
don’t have to rely on technology scanning your winning ticket and falsely telling you it’s 
not a winner. Adding fuel to the fire, if you just play a random draw of numbers, the Quick 
Pick, and you forgot to buy a ticket, you would have no way of knowing whether the ticket 
you would have bought would have won the lottery.  Moving beyond the numbers you 
play, it is also a non-stupid decision to play the lottery from a marketing perspective.  
 
As we all start to get a peek behind the curtain of advertising—thanks, for example, to CBC 
Radio’s Under the Influence—we find that we are all susceptible, no matter how much we 
think we are not, to advertising. One day you’re just watching TV or listening to the radio 
or reading a magazine and then, a few weeks later, you open your fridge and there, for 
some reason, is a wheel of Laughing Cow cheese spread. Maybe you don’t even remember 
watching a Laughing Cow commercial. You surely don’t remember watching it and then 
saying to yourself, “Hmm, I really need to pick up some Laughing Cow cheese spread the 
next time I’m grocery shopping.” Nevertheless, there it is, sitting in the fridge, staring back 
at you. Given the number of places that you see the lottery advertised as compared to, say, 
The Laughing Cow, it is no wonder that people play the lottery. You can’t watch TV, listen 
to the radio, open a newspaper, open a magazine, surf the internet, or read a huge billboard 
while driving in your car without stumbling across multiple advertisements for the lottery. 
And let’s not forget old and new Lotto 6/49 slogans:  
 

•! You don’t just buy a ticket. You play it. 
•! Hey, you never know! 
•! Imagine the freedom. 
•! Always be nice to people who play Lotto 6/49. 
•! Welcome to cloud (64)9. 

 
Given the power of advertising, coupled with the extreme excess and variety of 
advertisements, playing the lottery, to me—granted, the guy with a wheel of Laughing Cow 
cheese spread sitting in his fridge—is a non-stupid decision. 
Something else, something bigger, is going on here; to 
paraphrase Pickford (the great Matthew McConaughey) in 
Dazed and Confused, “What can I say? It’s beyond me.”  
 
I would be remiss not to mention one last point 
demonstrating that playing the lottery is not, necessarily, a 
tax on the stupid. The point is that, for the most part, people 
are not buying a Lotto 6/49 ticket to win the lottery. Of 
course, they hope that they do, but even if they don’t, I think 
they are getting a pretty good bang for their buck when they 
buy a ticket, as part of the non-stupid decision to buy a 
lottery ticket is the opportunity to imagine what it would be like to win. In short, it’s 
escapism. Now, before you bash this particular version of it, let me remind you that our 
lives are full of escapism. Lots of people will tell you that they enjoy going to the movies 
because they like to suspend their reality for a few hours. Taking a vacation? Same idea. In 

“For the most part, 
people are not buying 
a Lotto 6/49 ticket to 
win the lottery. Of 
course, they hope that 
they do, but even if 
they don’t, I think they 
are getting a pretty 
good bang for their 
buck.” 
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fact, you might distract yourself in a number of ways from the daily grind through 
entertainment, or fantasy, or simply by getting into your head. Why, then, are we so hell-
bent on berating somebody who, for a paltry amount of money, is able to conduct a thought 
experiment about how their life would be different if they were to suddenly come upon a 
huge sum of money? As I calculated above, the chances of winning the lottery are in 1 in 13 

983 816. But, by the way, if you don’t buy that ticket, you 
have a 0% chance of winning. No escapism for you. 
 
We live in a world of $5 coffees and (nearly) $10 pints of 
beer. A world where people are engaging with each other 
as avatars in the online world for hours and hours on end 
(e.g., World of Warcraft). A world of furries (men and 
women who wear animal fur costumes in public), bronies 
(adult male fans of the children’s show My Little Pony), and 
innumerable other crazy things that I don’t know about. 
Considering this new world order, is it really so wrong if I 
spend a few bucks each week so that I can distract myself 
for a few moments while I’m stuck in traffic by imagining 

what it would be like to drive a nicer car, if I could just hit the jackpot? To me, the answer 
is no. After all, I can afford to play the lottery.  
 
The Lottery is a Tax on the Poor 
The lottery is a regressive tax—that is, the tax is a greater burden on those who earn less 
money. To investigate this aphorism further, let’s now take a look at income tax brackets 
and income tax rates, which I will refer to as lottery tax brackets and lottery taxation rates. 
Knowing which lottery tax bracket you fall in, as well as your lottery taxation rate, should 
give you a better sense of whether or not you should be playing the lottery.  
 
Those of who are you familiar with Canadian lotteries know that it has become more and 
more expensive to play over the past number of years. While it used to cost just a dollar to 
play Lotto 6/49, one dollar became two dollars, and then, in September of 2013, two dollars 
became three dollars. I’ll be using this $3 Lotto 6/49 ticket price for my calculations. With 
52 weeks and two draws a week, there are, in total, 104 draws and opportunities to play the 
lottery each year. $3 (per draw) times 104 (draws) comes out to $312 dollars per year. But 
wait, we’re not done investing in the lottery just yet. Instead of adding the $1 EXTRA on 
the purchase of my Lotto 6/49 ticket, I use it instead towards the purchase of a Western 649 
ticket. Playing the lottery, then, costs me $8 every week (for now). Over the period of one 
year, I can play the lottery for a grand total of $416. Let’s keep 
this number, $416, in mind as we move on, but also recognize 
that this amount of money means different things to different 
people. 
 
Okay, I’ll bite: I’ll consider buying lottery tickets as a tax—that 
is, a burden or a punishment. Looking at the lottery from this 
perspective, let’s establish how punishing things really are for 
an idiot, or a family of idiots, who plays the lottery. Using approximate numbers from a 
few years ago, the average income for a family of two or more people in Canada is about 
$80 000, which means they’ll pay $12 862 in income taxes in a year, which works out to a 
rate of 16%. What if, though, this average income family decides to start investing in the 
lottery? Using the same numbers, the Lotto 6/49 tax rate works out to less than one half of 
one percent ($312/$80000 = 0.39%). The Western 649 tax rate, for the same family, works 

“We live in a world of 
$5 coffees and 
(nearly) $10 pints of 
beer. Is it really so 
wrong if I spend a few 
bucks each week so 
that I can distract 
myself for a few 
moments while I’m 
stuck in traffic? To 
me, the answer is no.” 

“Let’s establish how 
punishing things 
really are for an 
idiot, or a family of 
idiots, who plays the 
lottery.” 
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out to around one half of one half of one half of one percent ($104/$80000 = 0.13%). 
Combined together, the lottery tax rate works out, roughly, to one half of one percent 
($416/$80000 = 0.52%). As a rate, not too shabby.  
 
Of course, the key here is that the rate is one half of one percent for a family that is making 
$80 000. Obviously, the rate is different for someone living closer to the low-income cut-off 
(Canada’s way of saying the poverty line), which, for two people, is just shy of $30 000. The 
lottery tax rate for this couple is 1.4%. In contrast, a couple earning around $125 000 (which 
puts you into one of the wealthiest brackets in Canada) would be paying a lottery tax rate 
of one-third of one percent (0.33%). For a couple who just barely made it into the top income 
tax bracket in Canada, which means that they make around $203 000, the lottery tax rate is 
even lower, at around two-tenths of a percent (0.2%). A breakdown of income tax rates and 
lottery tax rates for different income tax brackets in found below in Table 1. 
 

Income Brackets 
(Descriptor) Income Tax 

Income 
Tax 
Rate 

Lottery 
Tax 

Lottery 
Tax 
Rate 

$3000 
(Poverty line, two people) $4500 15% $416 1.4% 

$45916 
(Ceiling of lowest income tax 
bracket cut-off) 

$6887.40 15% $416 0.91% 

$91831 
(Ceiling of next highest 
income tax bracket cut-off) 

($6887.40 + $9412.58) 
$16299.98  17.75% $416 0.45% 

$142353 
(Ceiling of next highest 
income tax bracket cut-off) 

($6887.40 + $9412.58 + 
$13135.72) 
$29435.70 

20.68% $416 0.29% 

$202800 
(Ceiling of next highest 
income tax bracket cut-off) 

($6887.40 + $9412.58 + 
$13135.72 + $17538.33) 
$46974.03 

23.16% $416 0.21% 

$275000 
($72200 into the highest 
income tax bracket cut-off) 

($6887.40 + $9412.58 + 
$13135.72 +  
$17538.33 + $23826.00) 
$70800.03 

25.75% $416 0.15% 

 
Table 1. Income and lottery tax rates and brackets. 
 
In Canada, income tax brackets are set by the federal government. And, to nobody’s 
surprise, the percentages change over time. As for lottery tax brackets, which I’ve compared 
to income tax brackets in the table above, these too change with fluctuations in ticket price. 
For the moment, though, the lottery tax rate hovers at around less than one and a half 
percent for most.  
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Looking at these numbers raises a number of questions. Should a person or family hovering 
around the poverty line be playing the lottery? Well, the short answer is that it’s up to them. 
Should a person or family making “six figures” be playing the lottery? Again, it’s up to 
them. However, no matter how you slice it, it’s true that the more money you make, the 
easier—in a financial sense—it becomes to play the lottery. 
 
As mentioned at the beginning of this section, the lottery is a regressive tax—that is, the tax 
is a greater burden on those that make less money. But what if we shift the focus away from 
the poor? This means that as you move away from the poverty line, playing the lottery 
becomes less and less of a financial burden. So, the next time you hear someone whining 
about how much income tax they have to pay every year, remind them of this good news: 
As you climb your way through the ranks of the income tax brackets and your rates get 
higher, your lottery tax rates get lower. You should also remind them that paying taxes isn’t 
necessarily a burden. 
 
The Lottery is a Tax on… 
For many (especially for our neighbours south of the border), the word “tax” has a negative 
connotation. As such, for many, “tax” is synonymous with “punishment” or “burden.” This 
negative view of taxes is, I contend, the one represented in the aphorism, “Lotteries are a 
tax on the stupid (or poor or mathematically-challenged).” In other words, if you’re stupid 
(or poor, or mathematically-challenged), which is allegedly at the root of your decision or 
predilection to play the lottery, then you should be punished—that is, taxed. As Noam 
Chomsky discusses in his movie Requiem for the American Dream (available on Netflix): 
 

One place you see it strikingly is on April 15. April 15 is kind of a measure—the day 
you pay your taxes—of how democratic the society is. If a society is really 
democratic, April 15 should be a day of celebration. It’s a day when the population 
gets together to decide to fund the programs and activities that they have 
formulated and agreed upon. What could be better than that? You should celebrate 
it.  

 
It’s not the way it is in the United States. It’s a day of mourning. It’s a day in which 
some alien power that has nothing to do with you is coming down to steal your 
hard earned money—and you do everything you can to keep them from doing it. 
That’s a measure of the extent to which, at least in popular consciousness, 
democracy is actually functioning. Not a very attractive picture.  

  
Maybe it’s because I’m Canadian, maybe it’s due to the 
conversations in the household I grew up in, or maybe it’s 
something else; nevertheless, I do not have an issue with 
paying taxes. And I pay all kinds of taxes. For example, 
there’s income tax and sales tax; add to that my 
contributions to the Canada Pension Plan, Employment 
Insurance, and Health Care (which, for me, are central to 
who we are as Canadians). And we’re not done yet. As I 
am fortunate enough to own a home, I also pay property 
tax, which is considered to be a wealth tax. The category 
of wealth taxes also includes gift taxes, estate taxes, and 
profit taxes. Oh yeah—there’s also international taxation, 
that is, taxes based on any income you might be earning in the global marketplace. Don’t 
forget the taxes associated with your vehicle, as well as the fuel you put into it to make it 

“Maybe it’s because 
I’m Canadian, or 
maybe it’s due to the 
conversations in the 
household I grew up 
in; nevertheless, I do 
not have an issue with 
paying taxes. And I 
pay all kinds of 
taxes.” 
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run. In line with my previous column (which focused on my visits to the liquor store), I 
should also mention the excise or “sin” taxes on alcohol, cigarettes, and, in the very near 
future, marijuana. No matter how you feel about taxes, buying a lottery ticket is just a drop 
in the bucket at this point. 
 

And what of the bucket? The more income you make, the 
more you pay of each of the different types of taxes listed 
above. For example, if you make more money, you might 
own a bigger or better home, which means that you will 
pay more in terms or property taxes. Don’t forget to add 
wealth taxes (i.e., gift, estate and profit taxes) and 
international taxes to the mix. Making more money means 
that you might be in a privileged position to make some 
investments. Should you make some money selling a 
rental property or some investments which were listed on 
the NASDAQ or TSX, expect to pay taxes.  Continuing with 
this line of reasoning, if you make more money, then you 

might drive a more expensive car and (for reasons unbeknownst to me) fill it with premium 
gasoline. Maybe you make enough money so that instead of buying the equivalent of four 
bottles of wine in a reasonably priced box, you buy four individual bottles, which is going 
to cost you more in terms of the sin tax. As for all the purchases you make with your hard-
earned money, yup, every time you make a purchase, you are paying the sales tax. No 
matter how you slice it, the more money you make and, relatedly, the more money you 
spend (should you spend it), the more you pay in taxes. According to various sources, 
Canadians paid approximately 42% of their income in taxes in 2016! Considering this, 
adding the measly 1.4% or lower tax of buying a lottery ticket every week so that you can 
daydream about how much better your already great life could be may seem, dare I say, 
sensible.   
 
The Lottery is a “Tax” on the “Stupid/Poor/Mathematically-Challenged” 
Let me reiterate: You’re (probably) not going to win the lottery. But, I really think it’s time 
that we came up with a different aphorism. After all, having looked at the idea that the 
lottery is a tax on the stupid/poor/mathematically challenged from a number of different 
angles, to me, the aphorism doesn’t hold water. Many numerate people are playing the 
lottery. It’s not (necessarily) because they’re stupid. Who can blame them if they’re just 
looking for a quick respite from the daily grind? With a different view of taxes, and given 
the amount Canadians are already paying, adding a few bucks a week for a lottery ticket is 
not going to make or break most people financially. If you happen to make a lot of money, 
indulge in the fruits of your labour! That is, enjoy some 
regressive taxation by playing the lottery (and, by the way, 
if you did win, you would not pay taxes on your 
winnings!). You should also keep in mind that here in 
Saskatchewan, part of the money spent goes into the 
Saskatchewan Lotteries Trust Fund, which is the main 
fundraiser for more than 12,000 sport, culture and 
recreation groups in the province. Alternatively, the money 
could be going to a huge, “soulless,” multi-national 
corporation—which brings me to my proposal for a new, 
but related new aphorism. 
 

“Having looked at the 
idea that the lottery is 
a tax on the stupid / 
poor / mathematically 
challenged from a 
number of different 
angles, to me, it 
doesn’t hold water.” 

“Canadians paid 
approximately 42% of 
their income in taxes 
in 2016. Considering 
this, adding the 
measly 1.4% or lower 
tax of buying a lottery 
ticket every week may 
seem, dare I say, 
sensible.” 
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While my financial status has changed over the years, there have been two constants. First, 
my religious purchasing of lottery tickets. Second, I have never paid a cent in credit card 
debt. Believe me: poor or not-poor, buying lottery tickets is much, much easier than paying 
off credit card debt in full. To me, paying 20% interest on purchases and nearly 25% interest 
on cash advances is insane. Period. Consider making the minimum payments on a $1000 
purchase on your credit card with, say, a rate of 20% with minimum payment options of 
2% or $10. Yup, that’s right, it would take you 317 months to pay off your debt, and your 
purchase would accumulate to around $3100 in interest charges payable to MasterCard, 
VISA, Discover, American Express, and the like. And you say that lotteries are a tax on the 
stupid/poor/mathematically-challenged? Give me a break. I suggest, as a potential new 
aphorism, minimum credit card payments are a tax on the stupid/poor/mathematically-
challenged. Futher, predatory lending is a tax on the stupid/poor/mathematically-
challenged.  
 
Maybe it’s time to focus more on teaching financial education in the mathematics 
classroom. In the interim, let me buy my lottery tickets in peace. After all, isn’t the lottery 
just a tax on the willing?  
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