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Many scholars have been examining contemporary issues of race in cyberspace.
My reflections attempt to open up these questions for the generation of migrants who
came to consciousness in the United States in a pre-digital era.

Well before the pervasive spread of video and online games, Asians played
board games of various kinds. For many Asian immigrants, familial relations
and exposure to wider American society were perhaps mediated partly by such
leisure activities. They were caught between relentless pressures to succeed at
school and college and in professional life, and to conform to family life and
community activities. Presumably, many young migrants shuttled between
being industrious in their work and their studies, and spending leisure time in
a somewhat socially confined and mentally detached zone of activity.

South Asian migrants would have been familiar with board games preva-
lent in Bangladesh, India, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka; Ludo and Snakes and Ladders
have deep historicallineages. A bewildering number of versions of Snakes and
Ladders were played among various communities in South Asia; they laid out
ludicscenariosrich with Tantric, Bhakti,and Sufi ideasaboutleading alife with
redemptive and salvific potential. During the British colonial era that extended
from the late 18th century to the mid-2oth century, many traditional games were
repackaged, shorn of their older associations, and redeployed as games of pure
competition and chance.

As would be expected in some of the world’s oldest civilizations, local
cosmologies informed board games and leisure in many regions of Asia.
Subsequent capitalisturbanizationand modernization led tonewarticulations
of leisure. Today, Asians worldwide bear the charge of both being industrious—
to the degree of being viewed as robotic and inhuman—while simultaneously
being mindlessly enthralled with the detritus of contemporary life and the
mediatized frivolity of online games. The Asian American model minority ste-
reotype fits this verywell,while in Asia itself,we haveK-pop,Manga, Bollywood,
and the addictions of TikTok.
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InmodernSouth Asia, othergamesalso became very common.Iremember
playing the British version of Monopoly while growing up in Karachi during
the 1960s and 7os; in it, one could acquire public properties like Trafalgar
Square (even if in reality these spaces existed in London). Local manifesta-
tions of Monopoly were also in circulation. For example, an Urdu version that
I bought in Karachi in the early gos called Memon crorepati beopar (Memon
Million Business)was created by someone from the business-oriented Memon
community. It offers prominent sites in Karachi for acquisition—rather than
the faraway New York and Londonlandmarks common toversions of Monopoly
in the English language, with which one could scarcely relate.

Charles Baudelaire and Walter Benjamin, among other thinkers, saw bore-
dom as a foundation of modern life. I can testify from personal experience
that theory accords very well with reality. As ayoung boy, I remember my great
uncle Siraj Mamoo saying to me rather incredulously and contemptuously
in Urdu, “Why is it today that everyone is bored?” He used the English word
“bore,” as this was the term we youngsters bandied about and one that has
no good Urdu equivalent. For him, boredom was an affliction of those much
younger thanhim,livingin a debased society: entire generations had clearly lost
their way.

We are guilty as charged, are condemned to this ennui, and suffer irre-
vocably from it. We also don’t care much about salvific or redemptive games
of the past, or “educational” games of today that are trotted out regularly,
even in the hyper-stimulated digital realm, as a way of developing correct polit-
ical consciousness.

Among the towering contributions of South Asia to the grand theoriza-
tion of boredom in the modern world is the magisterial concept of timepass.
Anthropologist Craig Jeffrey managed to write a whole book with the title
Timepass: Youth, Class, and the Politics of Waiting in India, a study of non-elite
youth facing thwarted opportunities in a midsized Indian city. And in her essay
“Timepass: A (Queer) View from South Asia,” Anjali Arondekar characterizes
timepass as “a relationship to temporality that is about loitering, stalling,
and ultimately queering the process of making time ... from killing time, to
engaging in casual (often sexual) activities that defy time’s value. To do or
invite timepass is to unmoor oneself from the weight of time, to surrender (for
better or worse) to the process; all that matters is that time passes and we along
with it.”

Ifyou search the Web for reviews of Bollywood films, people often comment
that a particular film is “strictly for timepass.” There is even a list on IMDDb for
Hollywood movies titled “my best time pass movies.” (Writing and reading such
frivolous commentary is itselfa supreme timepass activity and thus positioned
at a meta level of discourse.) These are films from which you learn nothing
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of value, neither aesthetically nor ethically. Their only purpose is to fill the
empty hours of the day, when one is too exhausted from the model minority rat
race or when one simply sees no prospects worth struggling for.

Timepass is absolutely central to Asian American experience.

Asamigrant, one’scommunity inevitably extends beyond kinship. School,
college, friendships, jobs, neighbors, and media all expose young Asian
Americans to the wider American society to which they also seek to belong.
When migration from Asia reopened in the United States around 1965, it was
alsoatime ofgreatfermentin Americansociety; with the civilrights movement
and the intellectual and cultural movements of the 60s and 70s, new ways of
thinking about the selfand societywerebeing forged.

Americanboard games from the 60s and 7os embody the anxieties and the
possibilities of the era (for example, the 1971 game Perception, with its psyche-
delic graphics, reflects the pop gestalt psychology of the period), but also the
widespread blindness to an increasingly multiracial United States. The 1970
game called Blacks & Whites issued by Psychology Today magazine is a kind ofa
critical but perverse Monopoly, with its mapping of social exclusions premised
primarily on the Black-White duality. What might have ayoung Asian American
have perceived, if invited to play such a game? Education and timepass, mixed
together in astrangely inviting yet alienating cocktail?

Andwhat have ouryoung subject have made of The Middle Class Game from
1979, if invited to play along with neighbors? The graphics of the game extend
American popular culture’s Whiteness from the 1950s to an era that ought to
haveknown better. Whatkind of affect would ithave evoked, which aspirations
wouldit have resonated with, and howwould it have felt—uncanny, unheimlich?
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Middle Class Game board. Image courtesy the author.

Memon Monopoly. Image courtesy the author.
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