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Abstract
This paper describes the features of Pasang Emas, a program that plays the traditional game
of pasang. The software hosts three virtual personalities with different skill levels. The paper
also discusses some shortcomings in the rules of the game that the author discovered while
developing and using Pasang Emas.

Introduction
Pasang is a traditional game of Brunei played between two players. It is supposedly commonly
played in weddings and other ceremonial gatherings. However, my impression is that the game
is really obscure. To my recollection, I haven’t seen the game played in weddings. Indeed, 1
came to know about pasang only recently when my former student suggested to me to develop
a software to play the game. The uninitiated reader is invited to learn more about the game in
the appendix.

There has been some efforts lately to revive the game. In particular, the game has been introduced
inschools” ECA; Jabatan Muzium-Muzium Brunei has published a Book ‘Mari Bermain Pasang’
(henceforth, the pasang book); recently (Dec 2001), the game was featured in an interview
article of a television programme. To this list of efforts, I wish to add Pasang Emas, the software
that I developed following the said instigation.

Features
The program Pasang Emas consists of only one executable file, though it might be distributed
with supporting help files. Its window (see Figure below) shows the game board, a menu bar,
and a side panel for the choice of patterns and kas-selection mode.
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Pasang Emas window before play commences



Let me elaborate on the features that, I believe, will make Pasang Emas a delight to the fans of
pasang.

1. Ready patterns
All the patterns documented in the pasang book are available in Pasang Emas. There are over
30 different patterns, many of them elaborate. At the start of a game, the two players must
normally go through the hassle of arranging the tokens to form a pattern. With Pasang Emas,
the hassle is gone.

2. Kas selection mode

Pasang Emas recognises two modes of transforming a token into a kas. One of the mode, the
so-called main lompat (jumping play) is not documented in the pasang book. I learnt it orally
from a veteran player. Thus, in a way Pasang Emas is complementary to the pasang book.

3. Three levels of play

From the menu “Main Baru® (new game), the player can choose any one of three opponents:
Ambuyat, Belacan and Cincaluk. Ambuyat is the weakest opponent. Before each move it thinks
lightly for as much as one second. The next opponent, Belacan, is also given one second to
think its next move. Cincaluk, the strongest opponent, explores as much as it can within 4
scconds to decide its next move. Each of these virtual personalities does not always play the
move that it thinks the best. In fact, if there are more than one possible moves, they will spin a
wheel of fortune and make the move indicated by the spin (see Figure below). I have two
rcasons for having such an clement of Tuck. First, I don’t want the play to be too predictable.
So, if you beat the program once, it is unlikely for you to beat it again using the same line of
play. Second, without the spin, the virtual personalities (especially Belacan and Cincaluk) arc
boringly unbeatable, unless you apply the unsporting strategy described elsewhere in this paper
(sce the section *A critique on pasang rules’).

Take a spin to select a move
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4. Unlimited undo

In a casual game, a novice playing against a strong player is typically allowed to undo his
blundering move. This will encourage the novice to carry on playing. Pasang Emas caters for
such casual sort of play by allowing unlimited undo.

5. Skins

I tried to make the virtual board of Pasang Emas resembles a typical pasang board, to the
extent of using digitised images of buttons as the tokens. (Buttons, the types tailors use to
make clothes, are the ‘standard” tokens for pasang). But the virtual arena does not confine me
to realistic rendition. I could not resist making fanciful renditions as well and made a few
different skins for Pasang Emas (see Figure below). I believe this feature makes Pasang Emas

Select a theme that pleases you

6. Demo
Pasang Emas can play against itself. When Pasang Emas was showcased in a public exhibition,
this feature was used to attract visitors.

7. Freeware

Pasang Emas is distributed as a freeware. That means it can be freely owned and freely
distributed. The author asks for no payment whatsoever. With the Internct as a possible
distribution medium, Pasang Emas can definitely give a boost to the effort of reviving the
game.

A critique on pasang rules
One thing about computer software is that it is based on precise logic. During the development
of Pasang Emas, with framework of mind set to formalise the game of pasang into precise
logic, I couldn’t help but notice that one of the rules documented in the pasang book are rather
archaic. This particular rule forbids main curi (stealing); i.e., a player cannot capture tokens
along a line that has been opened and claimed by the opponent, unless such a move is necessary
to avoid sunfuk (running out of moves). This rule is not appropriate in a serious competition. It
forbids players from interfering with each other’s development. But how can this be possible
while the battle is fought over a common field? I would see no validity in my opponent’s
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advanced claim over a territory because any given position arises out of a duel rather than a
single-handed manoeuvre. Besides, this rule is really vague. I can always argue that I have to
malke such a move for otherwise I will get into suntuk 10 moves ahead, say. There is no room
in Pasang Emas for such a vague rule.

While I was using Pasang Emas to study opening moves, I discovered a simple strategy to
almost guarantee a win, or at least a draw, for the second player. This strategy only applies
when the first player begins by capturing an off-centre column. All the second player needs to
do is maintain the symmetry of the board about the centre by imitating the first player’s moves
(sce Figure below). Since symmetry is maintained, the second player can usually make the
same capture as the first player. Hence, the result will be a draw if the first player manages to
avoid suntuk. If the first player gets into suntuk, the sccond player automatically wins. It is
possible, but difficult, for the first player to break the symmetry. In the Figure below, the first
player can break the symmetry by capturing a white token. The second player will not be able
to imitate the move to restore the symmetry. Even though the first player can break loose, the
second player’s strategy of imitating moves is still unfair. The rules of pasang should be revised
to eliminate this unfairness.

I could think of scveral options to eliminate the unfair strategy. For example, the rule can
stipulate that, in his first move, the second player cannot make a move that corresponds exactly
to the first player’s move. This rule is very simple to implement, but it narrows down the
sccond player’s option and hence reduces variety. Alternatively, the rule can stipulate that as
long as board symmetry is maintained, the first player has the option to capture an even number
of tokens. With this rule, the risk of suntuk must now be faced by the player who copics
moves. Alternatively, the second player can be forced to break symmetry by the third move,
say. L refrained from implementing any of these options. So, Pasang Emas is vulnerable to the
unfair attack.

Unfair strategy: maintaining board symmetry
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