
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Passing 
Passing is a retrofuturistic microlarp about people of ethnic 

minority origin who are able to ‘pass’ as members of the 
dominant ethnicity. It was written by Mo Holkar, and was 

premiered at the Make a Scene festival in 2019. 
 



Introduction 
This larp is for 3–6 players, and it takes about 60 minutes. No separate GM or 
facilitator is needed – you will run the game yourselves – but it'll help if at least 
one of you has read this document in advance. 

You will need a table, and one chair per player, placed around it. And some 
blank paper, and pens. 

One of you will also need to keep an eye on the time during play. That person 
(‘the timekeeper’) should now write the word “Neutral” on one piece of paper, 
“Stereotyping” on another, “Prejudice” on another, and “End” on a fourth. (Or 
you can cut out the printed examples that are included at the end of these 
instructions.) Keep these to one side, to be used during play. 

Paragraphs that are in boxes should be read out aloud so everyone can hear. 
You can either have the timekeeper do this each time, or pass the document 
round so that each player shares in some of the reading. 

Start the larp 
Start by introducing yourselves to each other, sitting, and making yourselves 
comfortable. Take a piece of paper and a pen each. 

Then someone should read out the two paragraphs of description of the setting 
(below). 

Setting 

In an unspecified future, the Terran Empire covers the whole solar system, and 
several of the planets and moons have been settled for centuries. Earth is a 
benign overlord, and maintains the lion’s share of wealth, power and authority 
– as is only right. Citizens of the colonies, although fully human, are sometimes 
seen as being not quite like true Earth people. “They have their own ways.” 

This future is the future as it was imagined in the 1950s – a future in which 
spaceships are chrome-finned, technology is explained with jargon and 
handwaving, and jobs are pretty much like they were in the actual 1950s only 
with ‘space-’ added in front. 
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Safety 
Read this out: 

If you start playing and at any point find it too difficult or painful, for any 
reason, and don’t want to continue, then you can just get up and leave the table 
at any time, without needing to explain why. The other players will carry on 
without talking about your absence. 

You can excuse yourself in-character (going to the bathroom, for example) if 
you feel that will make it less awkward for you: but you don’t have to do this. 

(You can explain anything you like after the end of the game, of course.) 

Although the setting is inspired by 1950s SF, it is not intended to reproduce 
other aspects of the 1950s. In particular, prejudices from that era should not be 
part of play. This larp is intended to examine, in a very specific way, attitudes 
towards ethnic minorities – but you should avoid expressing prejudice on the 
basis of gender, sexuality, age, body type, religion, or anything else. 
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Agreeing on the background 

We now need to agree on the background for our group of characters. We 
should decide on a situation in which a group of characters who know each 
other to some extent, but not intimately, are meeting to chat and hang out. 

Some examples might be: 

 Workmates socializing in a bar after work 

 Hobby sports players getting a meal together after a game 

 College freshers at a social event 

 Regular commuters in a hovertrain carriage 

The details (the name of the company, the type of sport, the destination of the 
train, etc) aren’t important at this stage: we will improvise those during play as 
required. The scene will take place somewhere on Earth – or perhaps on some 
off-Earth location that’s mostly populated by Earthfolk (which will generally be 
the case for important places like spaceports, military camps, universities). 

When choosing the setting, have in mind what the consequences are of 
exclusion from it – as this will become relevant during the game. These 
consequences might range from very serious, to trivial. So, for example, if 
you’re unable to join your workmates in the bar after work, that could hinder 
your career prospects. But if you can’t sit in your usual hovertrain carriage, you 
can just find another one instead. Choosing a setting with more serious 
consequences of exclusion will make the game more emotionally intense. 

The characters should all be of a similar level of status. It’s OK if one is the 
supervisor of the others, or something like that – but you shouldn’t have one 
being like a servant, or one a big boss. The idea is that they should all be able to 
feel comfortable talking with each other – there shouldn’t be a difference in 
status that would cause some to keep quiet. 

Once you’ve all agreed a background, write it down, so people don’t forget. 

Define perceptions of a minority 

We will now choose, by mutual agreement, one of the minority colonist groups 
that might be present in such a setting (eg. Venusians; Ceresians; Marsfolk; 
Jovian Mooners; etc). 

Write it down. 
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Next, we each write down, independently, suggestions for one positive and one 
negative stereotype about that minority group. These should only be mildly 
positive or negative, not extreme. So: they are lazy; they are devoted to family; 
they always agree with you, even when you’re incorrect; etc. But not: they are 
terrorists; they eat people’s pet animals; etc. 

When all players are done, put the stereotype suggestions together and 
compare them. 

We’ll now discard some of the suggested stereotypes. First of all, we’ll discard 
any that any of us don’t want to have in the game – each of us has the right of 
veto, and we don’t have to explain why. 

Then, it’s OK to have some stereotypes that are contradictory – eg. they are 
lazy, and also they are hard-working – because stereotypes don’t have to be 
logical: they may be held by different people, or in different contexts. 

But we should discard any that seem unworkable together; and then if we still 
have more than three positive and three negative, we’ll discard the ones that we 
find less interesting, until we reach that number. (If we have less than three of 
each, we’ll create and agree some more, to make it up to that.) These six are the 
traits that, in the game, Terrans will tend to assign to the minority group that 
you’ve chosen. 
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Create characters 

Each of us will now individually write down a sentence or two describing and 
introducing the individual character that we are going to play. It should be 
someone who fits into the agreed setting. What we’ll say about them is going to 
vary according to the setting, but basically it will summarize what the other 
characters know or can perceive about them. At this stage, all the characters are 
assumed to be purebred native Earthpeople. 

Here are some examples: 

 “I’m Jadan, I’m a space-lawyer in my middle years. I drink in here after 
work every night, and I often sigh about the state of the world.” 

 “I’m Tarquil, I play centre-half in the team: I’m fidgety, and generally have 
a sunny disposition.” 

 “I’m Boffe, I’m the owner of the beauty parlour, and I have a long history of 
unsuccessful romances.” 

If any player doesn’t like a statement made by another player – perhaps 
because it doesn’t fit in with their idea of the setting, or perhaps because it 
touches on something that they don’t want included in the game, or for any 
other reason – they don’t have to explain it – they can ask them to change it to 
something different. We will proceed in this way until everyone is happy with 
all of the characters. 
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Assign the minority character 
The timekeeper should tear a piece of paper into identical slips, as many as 
there are players. (Or you can use the printed examples that are included at the 
end of these instructions.) Put an ‘X’ on one slip, and then fold each of them up 
and shuffle them. Each player should take a folded slip at random, and open it 
secretly. 

This is how to interpret the slip that you’ve drawn, depending on if it has an X 
or not. Don’t react as I read this, because at this stage you don’t want the other 
players to know which of these applies for you. 

 If you didn’t get the X: 
Your character is Terran, just as you’d been thinking they were. That’s 
great, because Terrans are generally the best kind of people to be. Yay 
Earth! 

 If you did get the X: 
Your character is only half Terran – one of your parents was from the 
minority group that you discussed earlier. This is not usually apparent 
from the way you look or the way you speak – you are able to ‘pass’ as 
Terran. If people knew about your unorthodox parentage, some would be 
fine with it – not everyone is prejudiced. But with most people, it would 
definitely make a difference to how they see you. It might hold you back 
socially, or even in your career. 
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Structure of play 

This is how the larp is going to play out. 

We’re going to play one continuous scene – a conversation between our 
characters, taking place in real-time, in the setting agreed earlier. 

We’ll start with general chit-chat, catching up with each other's lives and so on. 
We all already know each other, so there's no need to introduce ourselves. We’ll 
start just as we're all arriving at the venue and settling down.  

For this starting phase, we’ll stay away from mentioning minorities, and the 
piece of paper saying “Neutral” will be in the middle of the table, where 
everyone can see it. 

Stereotyping  

After five minutes or so, the timekeeper will put the piece of paper saying 
“Stereotype” onto the middle of the table.  

Next time there's a conversation break, the next player to speak should 
introduce an anecdote about someone from the minority we've chosen. [Let's 
suppose it's Venusian, for ease of discussion.] Don't just crash the conversation 
dead and start your anecdote the instant the piece of paper appears – let it flow 
naturally.  

The anecdote should be harmless and unmalicious, perhaps comic. It should 
draw upon the list of stereotypes that we agreed earlier.  

Examples: 

 A Venusian person you work with has their desk totally covered in holo-
photos of their kids and grandkids, so it's impossible to find the in-tray. 
Those Venusians certainly do love family!  

 You've got a Venusian doing some repairs to the roof of your agro-dome at 
the moment. They take an hour off for lunch, but instead of eating, they 
spend the whole hour sound asleep. Crazy, eh? 

 Did you hear the one about the Venusian who [etc]? 

The rest of us can now if we wish throw in our own anecdotes about Venusians, 
still in a harmless and unmalicious spirit. 
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Prejudice 

After five or so more minutes, the timekeeper will put the “Prejudice” paper on 
the table so everyone can see it. Next time the conversation breaks, one of us 
should make a remark which draws upon one or more of the Venusian 
stereotypes, but in a less friendly way – it should embody a prejudice. You can 
make it as severe as you feel comfortable with. 

Examples: 

 The Venusian family in the bio-complex next to us have got a brand new 
hovercar, although none of them seem to have proper jobs. They probably 
stole it. 

 My elderly relative has fallen sick – water on the spleen. It doesn’t look 
good. There’s a lot of it about in her neighbourhood, since a bunch of 
Venusians moved in – it’s because they bring these slimy fizzigs from 
Venus to keep as pets, and then they don’t flush the sanitation ducts out 
properly. Filthy animals! (And the fizzigs are, too, ho ho.) 

 Did you hear about the kid who went missing over on Sunside last week? 
They say a Venusian gang did it. They have a real craving for Terran kids – 
they can’t resist them. It’s going to be messy, mark my words. 

And as before, the rest of us should then offer further stories about the 
iniquities of Venusians. 

Your character might feel that one of these stories goes too far – I mean, it’s OK 
to complain about Venusians and their slimy fizzigs, but it’s maybe a bit much 
to say that they’re abducting Terran kids. In this situation, your character can 
gently complain “I think that’s a myth – they don’t really do that,” or similar. 
However, it’s important that any such observation doesn’t challenge the 
prejudice. You mustn’t shame the speaker, or imply that it’s not acceptable for 
them to hold such opinions. (Because, actually, it definitely is acceptable.) 

End 

After a further five minutes or so, the timekeeper will put the piece of paper 
saying “End” into the middle of the table. This is a sign that the discussion is 
going to break up – we will all go your separate ways. Each character can add a 
concluding remark, if they wish (they don’t have to). Then we will individually 
leave the table. 
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Notes on play 
Read this out; and then after that, you’ll be ready to start play, as described 
above. 

Playing the character who is passing (the one who got the X) 

During play, while stereotypes and prejudices about Venusians are being aired 
by people who don’t know that you have some of that heritage, it’s up to you 
how you act. You could, for example, choose to just play along with it, tossing 
in your own anecdotes, and behaving just like a purebred Terran. You could 
tolerate it for a while and then suddenly decide that you have to leave, without 
explanation. You could reveal yourself as part-Venusian and furiously attack 
the Terran view of your people. You could remain silent and hope that no-one 
notices that you aren’t contributing, and that they stop soon. And so on. 

Whatever you decide, you will have to live with the consequences – if you’ve 
’blown your cover’, you will no longer be able to pass as Terran, and your career 
/ social life / whatever the setting was may be in jeopardy. If you’ve maintained 
your cover, you’ll have to square that with your conscience somehow. 

Playing the Terran characters (the ones who didn’t get the X) 

Although your characters have no suspicion of this, you as players know that 
one of the others is a part-Venusian passing as Terran. That may or may not 
get revealed during play. [Note: this is not a mystery game. You are not supposed 
to be trying to guess who is the part-Venusian character.] 

If it does get revealed, then you’ll have to decide how your character reacts: 
cross at having been deceived? Embarrassed about what they’ve been saying 
about Venusians? Understanding and sympathetic? Intrigued? Repelled? Feeling 
that the other character is ‘of course, you’re not like those other Venusians’ or 
‘not really Venusian, because you’re part Terran’? It’s up to you: but be realistic. 
Your character does genuinely feel the prejudices against Venusians that you 
described earlier. 

Now, start play. 

In here, playing the larp happens. 
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Debrief 
When play has finished, read this out. 

Now the larp has ended, we’ll take a few moments to come back to ourselves, 
and come out of the characters that we’ve been playing – get a drink, use the 
bathroom, move around – without talking with each other. Then we’ll gather 
back together. 

If you can, gather back together somewhere different – not the same table that 
you used for play. 

Now each of us will in turn, take a minute to say how we’re feeling, and how we 
feel about what just happened. (If you don’t want to say anything, that’s fine: 
you can pass.) We’ll just talk about our own experience, not about the details of 
what other players did or about the game design. And we won’t interrupt the 
person who’s speaking, or respond to them – let whatever they say about 
themselves go, even if we don’t agree. It is true for them. 

After a little more time has passed, then we can feel free to talk about the game 
however we choose. But it’s important that there’s this initial opportunity to 
speak unchallenged. 

If people want to hug each other, or something like that, after the debrief, then 
that’s fine too as long as the other person is happy to be hugged (not everyone 
will always enjoy this). 

Here are some suggestions for specific debrief questions, if you’d like to add 
some structure or to spark some thoughts: 

 [for the passing character] What did you think, when you drew the X? 
Were you apprehensive about being exposed? How did it feel, hearing 
prejudices expressed against ‘your people’? 

 [for the others] Did you feel comfortable playing out prejudice? Were you 
relieved not to have drawn the X? If the passing character was revealed in 
play – how did your character feel – angry, ashamed, pitying, etc? 

 [for everyone] Have you experienced parallels to this situation of light 
social expression of prejudice, in the real world? How did it make you 
feel – how did you react? Have you experienced ‘passing’ yourself, or do 
you know anyone who has/does? 

 [and lastly] What might you take away from this play experience? 
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You can cut these up and use them to randomly assign the ‘passing’ character: 

X   
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You can cut these up and use them to mark the larp’s transitions: 

Neutral 

Stereotyping 

Prejudice 

End 
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