
Problem set: Probability and the Tarot

The Tarot is a deck of cards somewhat like the common standard deck of 52 playing
cards. Over the past few hundred years, both decks have been used both for playing games
and for fortune-telling and divination. The Tarot consist of four suits, cups, pentacles,
swords and wands, each having an Ace through ten and a page, knight, queen and king,
as well as 22 more cards, the major arcana consisting of such figures as the Magician, the
Fool, the Heirophant, Death, etc. The major arcana are numbered 0 through 21. Thus
the tarot contains 78 cards in all.

A Tarot card reading has two participants, the reader, who manages and interprets
the cards, and the querent who asks a question. A simple reading might consist of three
cards chosen randomly to represent the past, the present, and the future.

1. In a three card, past, present, and future reading, if Death is in the past, what is
the probability that both the present and the future are major arcana?

2. We say that a three card reading is a straight if the three numbers associated to
the cards are consecutive. Here we associate 11 to the page, 12 to the knight, 13 to the
queen, and 14 to the King of any suit. Aces are interpreted as one’s and the major arcana
get their associated number of 0 to 21. What is the probability that a three card reading
is a straight? We say that a straight is increasing if the numbers increase going from past
to present to future. What is the probability of an increasing straight?

3. Suppose you are so foolish as to play a game of poker with the Tarot where the
suits play the role of suits in the usual playing deck and the major arcana are all wild.
What is the probability of getting a hand at least as strong as a full house.

4. Draw a card at random from the Tarot. Look closely at the illustration and try to
make up a story about it. How does this make you feel?

5. Model Building: Devise a complete system for interpreting each of the 456,456
possible past, present, future Tarot readings. That is describe an explicit algorithm for
interpreting any draw. If the querent would like to know how likely he or she is to get a
good deal on a used car, what is the probability that it is at least very likely under your
system?

6. Interpreting real data: Use publically available data about the world to deter-
mine the actual probability that it is very likely that the querent is at least very likely to
get a good deal on a used car. Be careful to take into account that the querent is the sort
of person who would get a Tarot card reading in order to determine this.

7. Fitting the model to the data: Suppose that α is an arbitrary real number
which we take to represent the actual probability that a querent would be at least very
likely to get a good deal on a used car. Observe that readings don’t just have to be
three card readings but in fact can be arbitrarily complicated. Describe a sequence of
increasingly complicated types of card readings and their interpretations in such a way
that the limit of the probabilities that the readings would claim that the querent is at least
very likely to get a good deal on a used car approaches α.

What? A problem set? Just exit the lecture hall!!!


