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The recent BBC TV se ries Ups tairs, Downs tairs, which is a re boot of a
1970s TV se ries ta king place bet ween 1903 and 1930, 1 starts in Lon‐ 
don's pres ti gious Bel gra via in 1936, with the ar ri val at n°165 Eaton
Place of a young couple of new ow ners, Sir and Lady Hol land, who
have just re tur ned from the Uni ted States where Sir Hal lam wor ked
as a mem ber of the Bri tish em bas sy. His wife Lady Agnes is soon
shown as going to a do mes tic em ploy ment agen cy to re cruit a set of
six ser vants as the couple needs to en ter tain di plo mats and other
pro minent people. Crea ted by Call the Mid wife screen wri ter Heidi
Tho mas, Ups tairs, Downs tairs is very often com pa red to Down ton
Abbey (ITV, 2010-2015): 2 in deed, along with films such as Gos ford Park
(2001), TV se ries like Down ton Abbey and Ups tairs, Downs tairs are
quite ty pi cal of a fair ly recent body of Bri tish fic tio nal fil mic and TV
pro duc tion which tends to pro vide a grea ter vi si bi li ty to “life below
stairs”. In deed, if “cha rac ters from below” were al rea dy present in 18
cen tu ry no vels, they have come back to the fore as pro ta go nists and
nar ra tors with Ishi gu ro's Re mains of the Days (1989) and its but ler
nar ra tor, 3 or with Jo Ba ker's recent Long bourn (2013) which re writes
Pride and Pre ju dice from the point of view of Eli za beth Ben net's hou‐
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se maid, not to men tion Pa me la Cox's se rial do cu men ta ry “Ser vants:
The True Story of Life Below Stairs” (BBC2, 2012), which un veils the
grit ty rea li ty be hind most gla mo ri zed TV re pre sen ta tions, which tend
to be led by the ups tairs cha rac ters.

In deed, in spite of a sym me tri cal title that may sound as if it were
sug ges ting a form of quan ti ta tive equa li ty in the re pre sen ta tions of
cha rac ters from both ups tairs and downs tairs, the TV se ries tends to
focus more on the ups tairs pro ta go nists as they ac tual ly drive the
nar ra tive arc, which main ly re lies on the in ter wea ving of the na tio nal
his to ry of Great Bri tain on the eve of World War II and the hou se hold
sto ries re la ted to Sir Hal lam, who works for the Bri tish go vern ment
and Fo rei gn Af fairs. Yet, we will see that the fi gure of Mr Aman jit, a
per so nal se cre ta ry who be longs nei ther to ups tairs nor to downs tairs,
is construed as a Gram scian “su bal tern” by the TV se ries in so far as
his cha rac te ri za tion re mains frag men ta ry and el lip tic while he si mul‐ 
ta neous ly turns out to par ti ci pate in the na tio nal his to ry of Great Bri‐ 
tain – so that he also hap pens to share the li me light with his mas ters
on some oc ca sions. Quite in ter es tin gly, it is the fe male mas ters’ in‐ 
vol ve ment with world po li tics that leads to the in tro duc tion of the
cha rac ter of Mr Aman jit Singh, who ar rives at Eaton Place along with
Lady Maud Hol land, who has been li ving in India for over thir ty years
on ac count of the di plo ma tic ac ti vi ties of her re cent ly de cea sed hus‐ 
band. Now a widow, Lady Maud re turns to En gland to live with her
son, Sir Hal lam, and she ar rives in the first epi sode with an urn, a
mon key and a Sikh In dian per so nal se cre ta ry, Mr Aman jit, who is
there to help her write her me moirs after being at her ser vice in India
for some years al rea dy. In his case, the server- served re la tion ship is
the re fore re du pli ca ted by the colonizer- colonized re la tion ship at a
time when India still be lon ged to the Bri tish Em pire and I shall bear in
mind here how this spe ci fic sta tus of Mr Aman jit in fluences the kind
of re la tion ship he may have with the Hol land fa mi ly.

2

We shall first see that, ho we ver per so nal a se cre ta ry Mr Aman jit may
be, no sign of any form of in ti ma cy, in the sense of phy si cal proxi mi ty
or emo tio nal clo se ness, is ever ex chan ged bet ween him and his mis‐ 
tress, nor with the Hol land fa mi ly at large. In the TV se ries, Mr Aman‐ 
jit’s ob vious phy si cal re mo te ness is all the more fo re groun ded by the
el lip tic vi sual and nar ra tive func tio ning of the show, a cha rac te ris tic
that ap pears to re le gate the body of the In dian se cre ta ry off- screen,
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or in the back ground, or in the mar gins of many shots in the first half
of sea son 1. Yet, what may be re gar ded as a form of phy si cal dis tance
on the parts of both mas ters and per so nal se cre ta ry is ac tual ly coun‐ 
te red by a strong form of re ci pro cal loyal ty, lea ding the two par ties to
en gage with mat ters that en tail an in di vi dual and col lec tive di men‐ 
sion, or, to put it dif fe rent ly, an in ti mate and a na tio nal di men sion,
which is made vi sual ly per cep tible on the screen as well. So that more
than being a mere “rhe to ri cal dou bling” (Rob bins, 1986� x) of the mas‐ 
ter pro ta go nists, Mr Aman jit trig gers sub plots that even tual ly be come
mas ter plots as the mas ters them selves join him or sup port him in his
en ter prises, most of them tur ning to be po li ti cal en ter prises. Still, if
the se ries pro motes a form of gro wing so cial and pu blic agen cy of the
cha rac ter of Mr Aman jit, it is ob vious that his au to no my re mains pos‐ 
sible wi thin the confines of the mas ters’ su per vi sion and pa ter‐ 
nal/ma ter nal com pa nion ship – which can also be read in a broa der
pers pec tive as a contem po ra ry in ter ro ga tion on would- be “model mi‐ 
grants” from the for mer Com mon wealth as both self- governing and
fai th ful, ins tead of de pendent, or re bel lious and po ten tial ly threa te‐ 
ning.

Mr Aman jit is at ta ched to the per son of Lady Maud for his in tel lec tual
qua li ties, which ranks him hi gher than all the other ser vants who are
cir cum scri bed to phy si cal work in the house. These qua li ties also
exem pli fy the de gree of edu ca tion and mas te ry of oral and writ ten
En glish a num ber of In dian people could dis play as des cen dents of
“Ma cau lay’s chil dren”. His re la tive su per io ri ty first sets Mr Aman jit
apart from the rest of the ser vants and confines him to Lady Maud’s
study- room where he types the me moirs she dic tates to him on a
daily basis. One may note that me moirs point to the fair ly pu blic di‐ 
men sion of her nar ra tive, which is not an au to bio gra phy, so that Mr
Aman jit is never al lo wed into more than an ac count of a per so nal
view point on ex pe riences that are never in ti mate. What is more, only
one scene in the whole of sea son 1 ac tual ly stages him wor king with
Lady Maud, while the few scenes when he is shown in ter ac ting with
her leave him li te ral ly in the back ground as he takes care of Lady
Maud’s mon key or brings her ob jects she re quires. So, at first, no
conver sa tion pro per is ever shown bet ween the two cha rac ters and
the one and only wor king scene of sea son 1 in the study room
confines Mr Aman jit to a silent role as he types Lady Maud’s oral
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story wi thout in ter fe ring in any way in her text. Iro ni cal ly though,
and pro lep ti cal ly, Mr Aman jit is later shown tu ning in the wi re less for
the Hol lands in the dra wing room and playing the piano at one of
their par ties (S01E01), so that the se ries stages him as a dis creet pre‐ 
sence, whose own per so nal voice is not heard yet in dis cus sions, but
who is constant ly heard as the phy si cal pro vi der of news in for ma tion
or as the final mu si cal touch to a so cial ga the ring of po li ti cal ac quain‐ 
tances. It may be temp ting to des cribe such a mute role as that of the
jewel in the crown of the Hol land fa mi ly, which it is un de nia bly – but
only up to a cer tain point. Ge ne ral ly spea king, the TV se ries never
cla ri fies the condi tions of Mr Aman jit’s re cruit ment, nor his legal sta‐ 
tus as a ci ti zen of the Com mon wealth wor king in Great Bri tain. We
may as sume that he is em ployed as a bon ded ser vant to Lady Maud,
but we are never ex plai ned how he is en tit led to re main at the ser vice
of the young Hol land couple when Lady Maud dies bet ween sea son 1
and sea son 2. The fact that her death takes place in a nar ra tive el lip sis
may ac count for the rein for ced va gue ness of his sub sequent of fi cial
sta tus. While the re cruit ment of the other ser vants is the ob ject of a
sub stan tial num ber of scenes in the show, si lence pre vails as far as Mr
Aman jit’s pre sence is concer ned. This so me how ins tils the idea that
he is part of Lady Maud’s he ri tage ––not as an ob ject though, but ra‐ 
ther as a sort of fos ter fa mi ly mem ber whose in vol ve ment in hou se‐ 
hold mat ters will prove more and more cen tral.

Still, “fa mi ly mem ber” re mains an in ap pro priate term as Mr Aman jit
never shares his meals with the Hol lands, just like any of the other
ser vants, with whom he is also for bid den to eat by Lady Maud who
wants him to be ser ved in her study room by one of the maids. His in- 
between sta tus in the house, as be lon ging nei ther com ple te ly to ups‐ 
tairs nor to downs tairs, im pli cit ly points to his eth nic spe ci fi ci ty, even
though once again this is never given as a rea son for the phy si cal dis‐ 
tance that he feels he must main tain with his mas ters, but also with
the ser vants. In ter es tin gly, the fact that his In dian ori gin is an ac cep‐ 
ted fact that keeps him apart from the other ser vants is un vei led
thanks to a conver sa tion he has in the middle of sea son 1 with a new
maid, Ra chel, who re veals to him that, as a Jew, she had to re si gn
from her po si tion as a uni ver si ty pro fes sor in Frank fort so as to flee
Ger ma ny with her daugh ter. Her ex pli cit speech about the ra cism she
suf fe red from may be read as an in di rect com ment on his own si tua ‐
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tion as a cha rac ter who is re la ti ve ly mar gi na li sed on ac count of his
eth nic back ground. So Ra chel’s own in- between sta tus as a de mo ted
eth nic cha rac ter en ables them to share an in ti ma cy that would other‐ 
wise have been hin de red. Thanks to her ar ri val at Eaton Place, we
learn about pri vate de tails concer ning Mr Aman jit’s past fa mi ly life as
well as geo gra phi cal and so cial pro ve nance. Quite tel lin gly, the first
time Ra chel ap pears on the screen illus trates this shift of focus vi‐ 
sual ly ope ra ted by the ca me ra (S01E02): Mr Aman jit is proof- reading
Lady Maud’s text and is shown on the left- hand side of the shot, in
shal low focus though stan ding in the fo re ground. As he turns round
to look at the newly- arrived Ra chel, the focus on his face shar pens
and at tracts our at ten tion to his gro wing re le vance for the plot,
consi de ring that Lady Maud re mains at the centre of the shot, even
though blur red in the back ground and slight ly pu shed to the right of
the shot. Yet, the cir cum stances that led to both his wife and child’s
deaths re main unk nown to the spec ta tors, poin ting once again to the
show’s nar ra tive el lip ti cal func tio ning as far as ser vants are concer‐ 
ned, li te ral ly illus tra ting An to nio Gram sci’s Pri son No te books when he
states that “The his to ry of su bal tern so cial group is ne ces sa ri ly frag‐ 
men ted and epi so dic” (Gram sci 1971� 54), and that the in ter t wi ning
with the his to ry of “civil so cie ty and the re by with the his to ry of
States and groups of States” is ano ther ty pi cal trait of the su bal tern’s
in ter ven tion in world af fairs, as we shall see in a se cond later part.

But, to come back to Mr Aman jit and his lack of ob vious in ti ma cy with
his mas ters, one may un der line that if no phy si cal contact is ever
shown bet ween him self and the Hol land fa mi ly, 4 a subtle emo tio nal
proxi mi ty is made ob vious when, at the ope ning of sea son 2, Mr
Aman jit is seen hol ding in his hands the urn en ca sing the ashes of his
dead mis tress which he brings back to Eaton Place, as a son would
do. This mo ment also mir rors the si tua tion of Lady Maud at the be‐ 
gin ning of sea son 1, when she puts the urn of her late hus band on the
man tel piece of her study room while re fer ring to the Si khs' concep‐ 
tion of death as a pas sing though fire. The gra dual blur ring of boun‐ 
da ries bet ween his own body and bo dies from a hi gher so cial class is
also dis creet ly hin ted at in se ve ral scenes with Ra chel, the for mer
Ger man tea cher (when she hangs the laun dry in the cour tyard just
like his mo ther used to, when she is about to faint in the study room,
when he ac com pa nies her in the crowd scene du ring the anti Os wald
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Mos ley march, and when he even tual ly dis co vers Ra chel’s dead body
in her be droom, in S01E02), and later with Ra chel’s daugh ter Lotte
(whom he ap pears to phy si cal ly shel ter when she is brought back to
the Hol lands’ after her mo ther’s death in S01E02 & E03), or again with
Mrs Ful ler, Lotte’s head mis tress (with whom he takes a pho to graph in
the street with Lotte in bet ween them – stan ding to ge ther as a close
fa mi ly group in S02E04). Thus, the TV se ries gives us to un ders tand
that Mr Aman jit is not li mi ted to ha ving phy si cal ca ring contacts with
ani mals only, such as when he “pro tects” Lady Maud’s pet mon key
from the fright of the maids (S01E01) or when he tends to the lit tle
aban do ned bird that he finds with young John ny (S01E01). Ac tual ly, far
from re du cing him to the ani mal level, these two scenes also point to
the range of his abi li ties, which are not li mi ted to ty ping and proof- 
reading skills, and to some of his moral qua li ties such as self- control
when confron ted with panic and sym pa thy when fa cing the des ti tu‐ 
tion of a wea ker being. This moral di men sion of his cha rac ter is de fi‐ 
ni te ly the one that is most in ves ted by the TV se ries, and the do main
where his in ter ac tions with mas ter cha rac ters are made most ma ni‐ 
fest through a com bi na tion of more frequent phy si cal pre sence in the
shots and gra dual in te gra tion in the dia logues bet ween him self and
the mas ter cha rac ters.

Mr Aman jit is thus sta ged as evol ving from being a fair ly in vi sible,
self- effaced co lou red in di vi dual to be co ming a gro win gly de pen dable,
self- asserting mem ber of the hou se hold who reaches centre stage
and be comes more vi sible on the screen. In deed, even though he re‐
mains a se con da ry cha rac ter like most of the ser vants, he is one of
those who are most ac ti ve ly in touch with « ups tairs » and one who
tends to de fend res pect and loyal ty to the mas ters more ea ger ly than
the other ser vants. Oddly en ough, while some spec ta tors dis cus sing
the show on blogs and fo rums find Mr Aman jit too ill- defined so that
the TV se ries could well have done wi thout him, I think that this cha‐ 
rac ter, who is ob vious ly not de si gned to at tract the vie wer’s im me‐ 
diate sym pa thy – contra ry to the gla mo rous chauf feur, the bois te rous
cook, the faul ty young John ny or the hard- working but ler – is concei‐ 
ved so as to em bo dy a form of moral de vo tion to his mas ters, who are
also pro mo ted as ac ting loyal ly to wards him. One may think again of
the ope ning of sea son 2, which shows Mr Aman jit “co ming back
home” at Eaton Place with the urn, so that we infer Sir Hal lam has
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kept him in their ser vice with no fur ther ex pla na tion, as if the TV se‐ 
ries took for gran ted that Mr Aman jit’s uns wer ving fai th ful ness to his
mo ther’s most whim si cal and de man ding at ti tudes were all to his cre‐ 
dit and pla ced Sir Hal lam in the moral obli ga tion not to ter mi nate his
wor king contract. But it is true that this is left to the spec ta tor’s in‐ 
ter pre ta tion, which may be read as one of the show’s draw backs as
far as the fle shing out of this master- servant re la tion is concer ned, or
which may also be read as re flec ting a re la tion which the TV se ries
constructs as based on im pli cit ness, re serve and a form of re ci pro cal
trust which goes wi thout saying.

In deed, as the TV se ries pro gresses, Mr Aman jit is being en trus ted
with mis sions (ra ther than du ties) tes ti fying to the gro wing confi‐ 
dence he is at tri bu ted by Sir Hal lam, and later by his aunt Blanche,
but also by Ra chel and by Mrs Ful ler. Some of his mis sions are di rect ly
connec ted to do mes tic ser vices, but each time they re veal a com mit‐ 
ment that goes beyond Mr Aman jit’s pro fes sio nal obli ga tions and puts
him on an equal moral foo ting with some mas ter cha rac ters, and so‐ 
me times even on a su per ior foo ting. 5 Ho we ver, the TV se ries also of‐
fers a nuan ced por trayal of a man who may not have the choice of his
mo ra li ty be cause of his in fe rior po si tion as a ser vant. We may think of
the mo ment when he re places the mis sing chauf feur at Sir Hal lam’s
re quest and se cret ly drives Sir Hal lam’s step sis ter Per se phone back
from pri son. If this in ter ven tion is a means to avoid the shame of ha‐ 
ving a fa mi ly mem ber re la ted to an in fa mous de ten tion, it also illus‐ 
trates a conflict of loyal ties that Mr Aman jit has to sub mit to as Per‐ 
se phone was ar res ted for ta king part in the march or ga ni sed by Os‐ 
wald Mos ley’s right- wing party whe reas Mr Aman jit had joi ned the
coun ter march with Ra chel. Conver se ly, ano ther scene un der lines the
sense of consis ten cy bet ween per so nal and pro fes sio nal com mit‐ 
ment, when Lady Agnes asks Mr Aman jit to re place the but ler, Mr
Prit chard. The lat ter has fal len back to al co ho lism after being jil ted by
a lady friend once she dis co ve red that he was a conscien tious ob jec‐ 
tor du ring World War I, lea ving others to sa cri fice their lives on the
bat tle field while he was “only” an am bu lance man. An ear lier conver‐ 
sa tion bet ween Mr Aman jit and Sir Hal lam, which is one of the rare
ac tual dis cus sions they have to ge ther while alone, had en abled Mr
Aman jit to dis close that he had been a sol dier in the In dian troops
that fought along side the al lies in France du ring World War I. He then
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confides to Sir Hal lam that he was in the Jal lun dur 59  Bri gade and
confirms to him that he was woun ded at Ypres, where most of the In‐ 
dian sol diers in vol ved in this bat tle died or were in ju red. This mo ment
of in di vi dual ex change, and even manly in ti mate confi dence on Mr
Aman jit’s part, is in ser ted just after Sir Hal lam has de creed the per so‐ 
nal se cre ta ry to be the only guar dian of his mo ther’s let ters, jour nals
and pa pers which his aunt was trying to go through on her own
(S02E01). This first sign of great trust on Sir Hal lam’s part is im me dia‐ 
te ly fol lo wed by ano ther si mi lar mo ment when Sir Hal lam hands him
the gun he used to carry when he was in the navy, so as to pro tect
the hou se hold in the event of a Ger man in va sion ta king place in his
ab sence (S02E01). So the TV se ries fo re grounds Mr Aman jit as not
only re pla cing key male fi gures downs tairs, but also po ten tial ly re pla‐ 
cing the mas ter fi gure as moral and phy si cal de fen der, both of the
writ ten he ri tage of his mo ther and of his en tire hou se hold.

th

This agen cy by proxy, which is a conven tio nal motif of pa tro ni zing
co lo nial his to ry and fic tion, is clear ly a way of show ca sing the mas‐ 
ter’s wis dom and sense in the pros pect of cir cum stances that will ra‐ 
di cal ly alter the tra di tio nal order of things. But, as sea son 2 draws to a
close, the cha rac ter of Mr Aman jit is no lon ger only de pic ted as re‐ 
liable, dis creet and self- forgetful since a form of em po werment, trig‐ 
ge red by his own self- confidence and his mas ters’ res pect and trust,
makes him more en ter pri sing and in fluen tial, and no less de pen dable.
The moral and po li ti cal sha ring of com mon va lues thus ap pears to be
the basis of an in ti ma cy which is a subtle mix ture of phy si cal and in‐ 
tel lec tual trust as far as his mas ters are concer ned, re kind ling in this
contem po ra ry TV se ries the ideal of the ser vant/slave as both trust‐ 
wor thy and self- reliant, even in, or es pe cial ly in, si tua tions of cri sis. If
this is a ty pi cal trope of the Ame ri can South myth of the “loyal
slave”, 6 we may think of echoing examples in co lo nial no vels about
the 1857 upri sing among se poys in the In dian Army where a white
child, or a white fa mi ly, is pro tec ted and saved by the mas ters' de di‐ 
ca ted ser vant or nurse. 7 Such is the case of J.F. Fan thor ne's novel en‐ 
tit led Ma riam: A Tale of the In dian Mu ti ny of 1857 (1896) where an old
fai th ful ayah and a fel low ser vant re scue the La va ters (ex cept for the
hus band) from the slaugh te ring re bels at their own peril. A si mi lar
plot pat tern is adop ted by Flora Annie Steel in Face of the Wa ters. A
tale of the Mu ti ny (1896) in which both male and fe male ser vants par ‐
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ti ci pate in the hi ding of fe male pro ta go nist Kate Erl ton. This reas su‐ 
ring dis play of loyal ty was still being re cy cled by post- independence
no vels such as M. M. Kayes’ The Far Pa vi lions (1978) in which young
or pha ned Ash ton Pelham- Martyn is rai sed by Sita, the wife of his fa‐ 
ther’s Hindu groom, who makes him pass as an In dian boy when she
rea lizes that Bri tish fa mi lies are being mas sa cred du ring the 1857 mu‐ 
ti ny.

Still, the gro wing agen cy of the cha rac ter of Mr Aman jit re mains
under control and ope rates from the heart of a hou se hold that has
adop ted him, from the centre of the Bri tish Em pire and close to the
heart of the Bri tish go vern ment. Thus, if two other scenes re le gate
Sir Hal lam in the wings of the ac tion in order to fa vour Mr Aman jit’s
ini tia tives, these ini tia tives are clear ly ba cked by the mas ter fi gure.
Such is the case of Mr Aman jit's search for Lotte’s Ger man fa ther, for
which he writes many let ters to try and find out the pri son where he
was sent to, even though this quest proves fruit less. The other
example is that of Mr Aman jit’s par ti ci pa tion in the or ga ni sa tion of a
net work of re fu gee Je wish chil dren along with the head mis tress Mrs
Ful ler, as well as with Blanche with whom he reaches an un ders tan‐ 
ding after their quar rel, and also with Lady Agnes who contri butes to
rai sing funds for the net work while Sir Hal lam deals with the re qui red
en trance visas (S02E02). Thus, on se ve ral oc ca sions star ting at the
end of sea son 1, Mr Aman jit is sta ged in short mo ments of po li ti cal
conver sa tions where his ideas are op po sed, de ba ted, or willin gly ac‐ 
cep ted by the strong- willed and in de pendent cha rac ter of Blanche in
par ti cu lar, un der li ning his de ci sive par ti ci pa tion in the group of mas‐ 
ter cha rac ters. Some shots vi sual ly en hance this newly ac qui red sta‐ 
tus, as when he sits side by side with other vo lun teers loo king for
host fa mi lies, or finds him self elec ted by the ca me ra among the Bri‐ 
tish people wai ting for the re fu gee chil dren at the strain sta tion
(S02E02), or again when Lady Agnes is shown li te ral ly loo king up to
him as he ad vises her about the ser vants’ new ma na ge ment (S02E03).

10

Ho we ver, the equal po si tion he gra dual ly ac quires with the mas ters of
the house is toned down by two other very dif ferent epi sodes, and
the por trayal of the cha rac ter once again ap pears fair ly ba lan ced, ho‐ 
we ver sket chy it re mains. When Mr Aman jit’s ex cess of zeal, as he
him self calls it, throws him into a tem per and an ar gu ment with the
but ler about what it means to re fuse to wage war, he starts prac ti sing
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shoo ting in the back gar den so that both Blanche and Lady Agnes are
com pel led to in ter vene and mo men ta ri ly di sarm him (S02E01). In this
case, the fe male mas ters’ agen cy can be in ter pre ted as ex po sing Mr
Aman jit’s own agen cy as maybe too pre co cious and po ten tial ly dan‐ 
ge rous (a re pli ca of Great Bri tain’s ove rall po si tion about In dian na tio‐ 
na lists’ gro wing de mand for self- government?). Yet, in the same epi‐ 
sode, Mr Aman jit, ac ting as but ler with Sir Hal lam’s guests, is blunt ly
re buf fed by Stan hope, the Fo rei gn Af fairs Se cre ta ry, who consi ders a
ser vant (again, he does not men tion the fact that he is In dian, but he
pro ba bly does not need to) has no right to par ti ci pate in a po li ti cal
conver sa tion. Blanche later sup ports Mr Aman jit, un der li ning their
res pec tive sta tus as “out si ders” and “mis fits” who yet ma nage to
achieve things to ge ther, but she does not dare say it in Stan hope’s
face (S02E01). This time, as her name conspi cuous ly un ders cores, it is
not so much Blanche’s eth nic di men sion which makes her side with
Mr Aman jit but ra ther her in or di nate si tua tion as a middle- aged
single wor king woman who had a ho mo sexual af fair with a mar ried
woman and mo ther of two. The fron tal confron ta tion with a “white
mas ter” raises a ques tion which shakes Mr Aman jit’s ten den cy to de‐ 
fend loyal ty to mas ters over ser vants’ pro fes sio nal claims in a sub‐ 
sequent ex change with Mr Prit chard, the but ler he re places:

Mr Aman jit: “It's not easy to bite your tongue when hea ring such stu ‐
pi di ty. [re fer ring to Stan hope’s er ro neous world view]” 
Mr Prit chard: “A but ler hears no thing.” 
Mr Aman jit: “I don't un ders tand. (…) I'm a ser vant but be fore that I'm
a man.”
Mr Prit chard: “So you have no place downs tairs.” (S02E01)

This pas sage is in ter es ting in so far as it is colour- blind and ap pears
to state that so cial di vi sion is stron ger than ra cial hie rar chy, that no‐ 
tions of so cial su per io ri ty and in fe rio ri ty may be more ac cep ted by
ser vants them selves (also a well- known motif of in te gra ted alie na‐ 
tion), but it also points to the po si tion of a white ser vant spea ker who
feels less threa te ned by his de pen dence in a white so cie ty than a co‐ 
lou red ser vant in this very same white so cie ty. A last example in deed
re minds Mr Aman jit that the out side world is not as be ne volent as the
Hol land mas ters, when he is asked by a wai ter in a tea par lour to
move from the front room to the back room as there is no place for
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him in the front room. It is one of the rare mo ments when the cha‐ 
rac ter of Mr Aman jit is so ex pli cit ly re min ded (by a mem ber of the
do mes tic ser vants, who may act on his own ac cord and/or on ac‐ 
count of the owner of the place) that he is Indian- born and that his
pre sence vi sual ly “spoils the place”.

Thus Mr Aman jit gra dual ly ap pears as a quasi flaw less model of de vo‐ 
ted co lo nial ser vant em bo dying the be ne fits and ad van tages of self- 
government and col la bo ra tion for the good of Great Bri tain. He is
thus de pic ted as a ser vant who ge ne ral ly em braces the cause of Great
Bri tain but re mains obli vious to what was going on in India in the
1930s, at a time when frus tra ted claims of home- rule had given way
to de mands for total in de pen dence and par ti tion, es pe cial ly after the
re jec tion of the 1935 Go vern ment of India Act. In deed, Mr Aman jit ap‐ 
pears to never ques tion the op tion of In dians sup por ting the war ef‐ 
fort or not. Added to the fact that the TV se ries re pre sents a Sikh In‐ 
dian cha rac ter ra ther than a Hindu or a Mus lim cha rac ter, this choice
may be a way of over loo king the in ter nal di ver gences that op po sed
the In dian Na tio nal Congress (with a Hindu ma jo ri ty) to the Mus lim
League as to the re ne wal of In dia's par ti ci pa tion to a se cond world
war, and to re cycle the now well- known pre sence of a ma jo ri ty of
Sikh sol diers in the Bri tish army du ring the two world wars. This rea‐ 
li ty contri bu ted to fuel ling the ste reo ty pi cal fi gure of the fierce Sikh
war rior who does not be tray, going back to the nu me rous Sikh sol‐ 
diers who re mai ned fai th ful to the Bri tish co lo ni zers du ring the 1857
Sepoy Mu ti ny. On the eve of the 2014 com me mo ra tions of the com‐ 
mit ment of In dian troops in World War I ce le bra ted with cultu ral and
his to ri cal events such as confe rences, ex hi bi tions and mo nu ments,
the TV se ries turns the cha rac ter of Mr Aman jit into a com plex fe tish
ob ject/sub ject of mu tual trust bet ween co lo ni sed ser vant and mas ter
co lo ni zer. What is more, in a post-9/11 and 7/7 context, the TV se ries
also re minds its vie wers of the cru cial sup por tive role played by loyal
co lo nial sub jects in the de fence of Great Bri tain and its al lies du ring
the two world conflicts – so me how in vi ting spec ta tors to ques tion
contem po ra ry sus pi cion as re gard des cen dants of these idea li zed de‐ 
vo ted ser vants and figh ters now de mo ni zed by some as po ten tial
“ene mies from wi thin”, whe ther they be Mus lims, Hin dus or Sikhs.

13

Ups tairs, Downs tairs can thus be vie wed as re tra cing the first mo‐ 
ments of a Bri tish Asian dia spo ra in the ma king, at a time when emi‐
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gra ting to Great Bri tain was still a sin gu lar en ter prise – just be fore
the Par ti tion of India and Pa kis tan and the post- war re cons truc tion
era in Great Bri tain ini tia ted a wider mo ve ment of mi gra tions of wor‐ 
kers and tech ni cians, who were later fol lo wed by their fa mi lies. By re‐ 
min ding TV vie wers that their recent na tio nal and Eu ro pean his to ry
was the re sult of nu me rous col la bo ra tions based on trust and com‐ 
mon moral and po li ti cal va lues bet ween co lo ni zers and co lo ni zed,
bet ween ser ved and ser ver, the show also pro vides po si tive images of
an In dian ser vant as a stead fast sup por ter and pro tec tor of Great Bri‐ 
tain, like many others in his time, and many others today. What is
more, by tur ning Mr Aman jit into a de di ca ted and re liable ty pist, not
de par ting from his mis tress’s text and the mas ter text of the hey days
of Great Bri tain as a na tion that still coun ted in the ba lance of world
power, Ups tairs, Downs tairs gives us to watch a cha rac ter who paves
the way for the eman ci pa tion of In dian wri ting from the mas ter’s dic‐ 
ta tion – as if Mr Aman jit stood as a pre cur sor of those eman ci pa ted
wri ters and ar tists whose own per so nal voices star ted to be heard
and seen in Bri tish and world culture fifty years later. For that mat ter,
it is re le vant that Mr Aman jit should fol low in the steps of an in de‐ 
pendent woman wri ting about her own per cep tions of di plo ma tic af‐ 
fairs in India, which was still re gar ded as a male sphere of in fluence in
spite of Bri tish women’s gro wing in vol ve ment in po li ti cal life. Quite
tel lin gly, one shot of a page being typed by Mr Aman jit re veals a text
in which Lady Maud ap pears to be quite aware of the in tri ca cies of
the do mes tic and the po li ti cal when she writes that “‘Do mes tic space’
un doub ted ly re pre sen ted po li ti ci sed space.” (S01E02) – a flee ting but
un de niable sub text for the TV se ries it self where the ups‐ 
tairs/downs tairs do mes tic space and its in ha bi tants are both li te ral ly
and me ta pho ri cal ly po li ti ci sed.

As such a pro gres sive image of the master- servant / coloniser- 
colonised re la tion ship is clear ly idea li zed on both the mas ter’s and
the ser vant’s parts by the se ries, it ap pears to me that the TV se ries
tries – and part ly fails – to write back to the 1980 Bri tish tra di tion of
TV Raj re vi val films by re cy cling the “he ri tage film” fa shion so cha rac‐ 
te ris tic of Bri tish fic tion pro grams in the 1980s. In deed, Mr Aman jit is
de pic ted as the em bo di ment of a suc cess ful and fruit ful out come of
the colonizer- colonized re la tion ship that evolves into a part ner ship
which re mains une qual but which turns out to be be ne fi cial for both
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Cres pi no, Jo seph (2011), “All Strom’s
Chil dren: Gen der, Race, and Me mo ry in
the 20th Cen tu ry Ame ri can South” (pp.

112-128) in Gya nen dra Pan dey, Su bal ter‐ 
ni ty and Dif fe rence: In ves ti ga tions from
the North and the South, Rout ledge.

par ties. In that res pect, Ups tairs, Downs tairs fa vours a po si tive re pre‐ 
sen ta tion of the conse quences of both co lo ni za tion and “de ser ved”
gra dual eman ci pa tion, which flat ters a cer tain Bri tish view and na tio‐ 
na list In dian view of India’s in de pen dence as “a gent le men’s agree‐ 
ment.” Si mul ta neous ly, the TV se ries opts for a geo gra phi cal shift of
pers pec tive, sho wing that be fore 1947, In dian people were no lon ger
exo tic fo rei gners li ving abroad (as in Raj re vi val films) but that they
had star ted to set tle in Great Bri tain and be come close neigh bours –
re min ding us that the his to ry of Indo- Pakistani mi gra tion to Great
Bri tain is a pro gres sive one, ini tia ted as much by the Bri tish as by the
Indo- Pakistani people them selves. But this pers pec tive was al rea dy
in tro du ced on Bri tish big and small screens by such script wri ters as
Hanif Ku rei shi in My Beau ti ful Laun drette (1985) or The Bud dha of
Sub ur bia (BBC, 1993) – so that Ups tairs Downs tairs looks a lit tle out‐ 
da ted, or at least pro gres sive in a re tro grade and be ni gn way. The
cas ting of Art Malik in the role of Mr Aman jit as a middle- aged com‐ 
pliant man may also come as a di sap point ment for spec ta tors who re‐ 
mem ber his cen tral and sen sa tio nal role as a young Bri tish Asian
student in the mini- series The Jewel in the Crown (ITV, 1984) ta king
place in India bet ween 1942 and 1946. In this story, a da shing Hari
Kumar dis co vers India after li ving most of his life in En gland, and
chal lenges Bri tish pro prie ty abroad by fal ling in love with a young
white Bri tish woman, which proves fatal for the two of them. Even
though a Raj re vi val TV se ries, The Jewel in the Crown was au da cious
en ough to cast the unk nown Art Malik as a re bel lious young man who
felt more Bri tish than In dian and died from chal len ging the pre ju dices
and vio lence of some Bri tish pro ta go nists. Ups tairs, Downs tairs iro ni‐ 
cal ly gives us to see a more tamed ver sion and in ter pre ta tion of the
young in de pendent and re bel lious mind Art Malik used to em bo dy in
The Jewel in the Crown, im pli cit ly poin ting to the lack of pro minent
roles that this kind of pro grammes can offer today to an actor of his
age and sta tus.
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1  Ups tairs Downs tairs (ITV, 1971-1975) consists of 68 epi sodes di vi ded into 5
se ries.

2  Down ton Abbey hap pe ned to be laun ched a few weeks only after the first
epi sode of Ups tairs, Downs tairs and, in spite of the great po pu la ri ty of the
ori gi nal se ries broad cast on ITV bet ween 1970 and 1975, Down ton Abbey pro‐ 
ved to be much more suc cess ful than Ups tairs, Downs tairs. If the lat ter
plays a lower key than the gla mo rous Down ton Abbey, it is my in ten tion here
to point out a par ti cu la ri ty not cho sen by the rival TV se ries, which is em bo‐ 
died by the choice to in tro duce a re gu lar In dian cha rac ter in the cast.

3  Later fa mous ly per for med on the big screen by An tho ny Hop kins and
Emma Thom son as the for mer hou se kee per of Dar ling ton Hall in the 1993
film di rec ted by James Ivory, and writ ten by by Ruth Pra war Jhab wal lah.

4  Contra ry to the chauf feur Spar go, who be comes at one stage the se cret
lover of Sir Hal lam’s step sis ter, and contra ry to the but ler Mr Prit chard,
who de li vers the first baby of Lady Agnes in an emer gen cy si tua tion.

5  When he sides with Ra chel “against” Lady Per se phone’s adhe rence to Bri‐ 
tish right- wing ideas and Ger man national- socialist cha rac ters; when he re‐ 
mains fai th ful to the me mo ry of his de par ted wife while Sir Hal lam be trays
Lady Agnes under their own roof with her own sis ter, who ap pears as an
easy sca pe goat res pon sible for Sir Hal lam’s lapse and who is got ten rid of at
the end thanks to her conve nient sui cide.

6  See Jo seph Cres pi no, “All Strom's Chil dren: Gen der, Race, and Me mo ry in
the 20th Cen tu ry Ame ri can South” (pp. 112-128) in Gya nen dra Pan dey, Su‐ 
bal ter ni ty and Dif fe rence: In ves ti ga tions from the North and the South, Rout‐ 
ledge, 2011.

7  In dra ni Sen, “Dis courses of gen de red ‘loyal ty’. In dian women in ni ne‐ 
teenth cen tu ry ‘mu ti ny’ fic tion” (pp. 111-127) in Bis wa moi Pati, The Great Re ‐

Gram sci, An to nio (1971), Se lec tions from
the Pri son No te books, Lon don: Law‐ 
rence and Wi shart.

Rob bins, Bruce (1986, 1993), The Ser‐ 
vant's Hand: En glish Fic tion from Below,
Duke Uni ver si ty Press.

Sen, In dra ni (2010), “Dis courses of gen‐ 
de red ‘loyal ty’. In dian women in ni ne‐ 
teenth cen tu ry ‘mu ti ny’ fic tion” (pp. 111-
127) in Bis wa moi Pati, The Great Re bel‐ 
lion in India in 1857� Ex plo ring Trans‐ 
gres sions, Contests and Di ver si ties,
Rout ledge.
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bel lion in India in 1857� Ex plo ring Trans gres sions, Contests and Di ver si ties,
Rout ledge, 2010.

English
While re cent past years have seen the mul ti plic a tion of Brit ish TV series
(re)sta ging the co hab it a tion of mas ters and ser vants in period dra mas deal‐ 
ing with the be gin ning of the 20  cen tury in the United King dom (Down‐ 
town Abbey, The For syte Saga), Down stairs, Up stairs is the only ex ample of a
TV series choos ing to in clude an Indian- born char ac ter as one of the ser‐ 
vants liv ing in the same house as the mas ters and other ser vants. The 2010
Down stairs, Up stairs is ac tu ally a re boot of a 1970s TV series as it starts in
1936, i.e. six years after the end ing of the ori ginal plot, and fo cuses on a his‐ 
tor ical con text over shad owed by the threat of the Second World War. This
slight chro no lo gical shift may ac count for the in tro duc tion of Mr Amanjit
Singh as the per sonal sec ret ary of Lady Hol land, who has just re turned from
India to live with her son, Sir Hal lam Hol land, the new owner of num ber 165
Eaton Place in Lon don, which was the main set ting of the ori ginal show.
Apart from the nov elty of the phys ical pres ence of a for eign ser vant in the
cast (both in terms of the his tory of the mi gra tions of In di ans to the United
King dom in the 1930s and in terms of the his tory of Brit ish period dra mas
and their in teg ra tion of col oured ser vants in their plots), this paper ad‐ 
dresses the ways Mr Amanjit Singh's phys ical and in tel lec tual part evolves
through out the two sea sons. I first study how the visual nature of the show
aptly en hances the in- between status of the char ac ter, who be longs neither
to up stairs nor to down stairs. Then I ex am ine the sta ging of the grow ing
trust which takes place between the people liv ing in those three spheres of
the house, which leads to Mr Amanjit Singh's grow ing agency as a proper
char ac ter in the TV series, even though his autonomy is reg u larly held in
check by char ac ters from both up stairs and down stairs. Even tu ally, I offer a
con tem por ary ana lysis of the way Mr Amanjit Singh’s con trolled eman cip a‐ 
tion may be read as an ideal model of Anglo- Indian re la tion (from the mas‐ 
ters’ view point), re con fig ur ing both pre- independence and con tem por ary
at ti tudes to Indo- Pakistani people through the prism of gen tle manly de vo‐ 
tion and reg u lated ini ti at ive.

Français
Si l’on a ré cem ment as sis té à la mul ti pli ca tion de sé ries bri tan niques
(re)met tant en scène la co ha bi ta tion entre maîtres et do mes tiques dans des
pro duc tions en cos tumes re ve nant sur les pre mières dé cen nies du XXème
siècle au Royaume Uni (Down town Abbey, The For syte Saga), Downs tairs,
Ups tairs est le seul exemple de série té lé vi sée qui ait choi si d’in clure comme
do mes tique vi vant sous le même toit que ses maîtres un per son nage né en
Inde. La ver sion 2010 de Downs tairs, Ups tairs re prend en fait une série dif‐ 
fu sée dans les an nées 1970, et la fait re dé mar rer en 1936 (soit six ans après la
fin de la série d’ori gine), pour s’in té res ser aux cir cons tances qui dé bou che ‐
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ront sur la dé cla ra tion de la Se conde Guerre mon diale. Ce dé ca lage tem po‐ 
rel jus ti fie peut- être que les créa teurs de cette nou velle série aient dé ci dé
d’in tro duire au 165 Eaton Place à Londres le per son nage de M. Aman jit
Singh, qui n’est autre que le se cré taire par ti cu lier de Lady Hol land, alors que
celle- ci rentre d’Inde et vient ha bi ter chez son fils, Sir Hal lam Hol land, dé‐ 
sor mais pro prié taire du lieu où se dé rou lait déjà la série pré cé dente. In dé‐ 
pen dam ment du fait que la pré sence phy sique d’un do mes tique étran ger au
sein du groupe de per son nages est un phé no mène assez rare en soi (tant du
point de vue de l’his toire des mi gra tions de puis l’Inde vers le Royaume- Uni
dans les an nées 1930 que de l’évo lu tion des sé ries his to riques et de leur in‐ 
té gra tion de do mes tiques étran gers dans leur scé na rio), cet ar ticle pro pose
d’étu dier les mo di fi ca tions du rôle de M. Aman jit Singh au cours de ses deux
sai sons, en s’in té res sant à la mise en scène de son corps ainsi que de son
agen ti vi té in tel lec tuelle. Nous ver rons d’abord com ment la série sou ligne vi‐ 
suel le ment la si tua tion d’entre- deux spa tial dans la quelle se trouve le per‐ 
son nage qui, dans cette nou velle de meure, n’ap par tient ni au monde d’en
haut ni à celui d’en bas. Puis, nous mon tre rons que la série s’ar ti cule au tour
d’une confiance crois sante entre les per son nages at ta chés à ces trois es‐ 
paces connexes, si bien que de per son nage mi neur, M. Aman jit Singh passe
de plus en plus au pre mier plan de nom breuses scènes où au to no mie et re‐ 
prise en main (d’en haut et d’en bas) al ternent et se ré gulent l’une l’autre.
Enfin, nous pro po se rons une ana lyse ré tros pec tive de l’éman ci pa tion
contrô lée de ce per son nage au sein de la série comme la trace fic tion nelle
d’un idéal de rap ports entre In diens et Bri tan niques (idéal in for mé par le
point de vue des maîtres), qui nous don ne rait à ré flé chir sur la ma nière dont
cette mise en scène d’un dé voue ment « à la gent le man » et d’une ini tia tive
re te nue conti nuent d’in fluen cer cer taines per cep tions de ce qu’étaient les
re la tions anglo- indiennes avant 1947, et ce qu’elles pour raient en core être.

Mots-clés
Inde et Grande Bretagne, histoire par en bas, subalterne, agentivité, série
télévisée, Upstairs Downstairs
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