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arushi bhaskar 
 

In the last chapter of his latest 
book, The Social Life of Indian 
Trains, Amitava Kumar writes: 
“The railway is part of the public 
wealth, perhaps among our most 
shared precious resource, and 
when we are travelling on trains, 
we are not just passengers but 
also fellow members of the 
republic.” This is a perfect sum-
mation of both the book, and the 
impulse to read it.  

Slim, at just 130 pages, the 
book might be a bit of a disap-
pointment for readers looking 
for an in-depth account of the 
history and socio-economic 
aspects of the Indian Railways. 
Kumar rarely gets into the nitty-
gritty of historical details, and 
chooses instead to zoom in on 
his own train journeys and those 
he knows as anecdotes — these 
he then skillfully zooms out 
from to present the mammoth 
enterprise as an everyday reality 
of Indian society across regions. 

For the purpose of writing 
this book, Kumar undertook sev-
eral train journeys over the 
course of a year, and the most 
interesting (and the one that 
takes up most space in the 
volume) is the three-day long 
Himsagar Express, which took 
him from Jammu to 
Kanyakumari. Even 
someone who was 
mildly curious about 
trains would have 
wondered what the 
experience of taking 
this train would be 
like: The fantastical 
dream of covering 
the length of India 
by train, encounter-
ing people one 
would normally not 
meet otherwise, and more.  

The book’s description of the 
journey may provide a good 
litmus test for those who are 
semi-serious about taking this 
journey at least once. Inspired by 
a 1967 documentary, I Am 20,in 
which a group of 20-year-olds is 
asked a series of questions 
related to the 20th anniversary 
of Indian independence, and 
their hopes and expectations 

from the country, Kumar sets out 
to do the same. “It seemed poss-
ible, even easy, to hop on a train, 
talk to people, and take notes,” 
he writes — but the reality is far 
from his idealistic expectations. 
His first meal (which he orders 
online) is cancelled, his com-
panions watch videos at full 

volume on their 
phones, and he finds 
that he cannot have 
the conversations he 
had hoped to.  

However, his 
interactions (across 
cars and compart-
ments) reveal some 
truths about how the 
hands that build 
India traverse India. 
Referring to the 
problem of over-

crowding in general compart-
ments, a ticket examiner says 
the “railways had been making 
fools of poor customers”, who 
are “packed in like people 
fleeing some devastating catas-
trophe”. Meanwhile, the 
middle- and upper-classes  
have assigned seats and  
berths in air-conditioned cars, 
and suffer only from “filthy 
toilets and close intimacy with 

loud passengers”.  
Kumar also goes on to map 

how India has changed over  
the last decade. He meets a 
pleasant couple who soon begin 
to extol the virtues of VD Savar-
kar and his Hindutva ideology —
he then reflects on how “the 
presence of a demonic other” 
has pervaded even Indian  
Railways. He talks about  
the 2023 incident where  
a railway constable had killed 
three Muslim passengers and a 
sub-inspector, and later asked 
other passengers to record a 
video of him going on a tirade 
against the minority.  

The focus is not just on the 
people and situations Kumar 
encounters during the course of 
writing this book — he frames 
the Railways as something cen-
tral to his life in India, without 
him even realising it. This invites 
readers to ruminate on their own 
relationships with Indian trains. 
The personal also becomes his-
torical in Kumar’s telling of the 
railway story: He charts the jour-
ney of how trains became ubiqui-
tous despite the caste system and 
its anxieties of preserving hier-
archy and ‘purity’ through per-
sonal narratives preserved in 
academic studies. He also 
emphasises how the introduc-
tion of Railways by the British led 
to a complete upheaval of the 
Indian agricultural system, and 
how this vast network was used 
during the famines to deprive 
available grains from people who 
actually needed them. However, 
the use of miles as a unit of dis-
tance is a bit distracting, since 
most Indians are used to the 
metric system, and the Railways 
itself employs it.  

After colonialism, Kumar 
elaborates on how trains became 
a simultaneous spectre of hope 
and death during Partition. 
Through news reports and fic-
tion, he shows the reader that as 
much as Railways have had a 
role to play in India’s successes, 
it has been an equal contributor 
in its tragedies, too.   

Despite its short length, 
Kumar’s book looks at a range of 
themes concerning the Rail-
ways, in depth. Mixing the per-
sonal and political, he makes a 
compelling case for looking at 
train travel in India as a “possi-
bility of an exchange that 
strengthens our social contract” 
as citizens of a country bursting 
at the seams with diversity.

The Railways as  
social contract 
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A year of highs & headwinds 
for Indian travel industry

 

akshara srivastava 
New Delhi, 26 December 

India’s travel year began on a high-
decibel note. British rock band Cold-
play’s five sold-out concerts across 
Mumbai and Ahmedabad sent air-
fares, train tickets, and hotel prices 
soaring by nearly 20 per cent. Soon 
after came the Maha Kumbh in 
Prayagraj, Uttar Pradesh, drawing 
more than 660 million visitors over 45 
days to take a dip in the Ganga. 

“Increasingly, we are seeing 
people lean towards experiences,” 
says Amit Damani, cofounder of 
luxury villa rental firm StayVista. 
“That explains why they are willing to 
fly across the country for a concert like 
Coldplay or congregate at a mela.” In 
the coming year, too, he expects 
events such as the cricket World Cup, 
concerts, and wellness activities to 
drive travel demand, and, in turn, 
demand for quality accommodation. 

Next year will open with concerts 
by American rock band Linkin Park 
and singer John Mayer in January in 
Bengaluru and Mumbai, followed by 
the month-long ICC Men’s T20 cricket 
World Cup starting in February. 

“As we look ahead to 2026, travel 
and hospitality in India are moving 
into a more mature, experience-led 
phase,” says Anuraag Bhatnagar, 
chief executive oicer at The Leela 
Palaces, Hotels and Resorts. “There is 
greater emphasis on quality, differ-
entiation, and long-term value  
creation.” Travellers, he adds,  
are increasingly prioritising cultural 
depth, wellness, sustain-
ability, and meaningful 
connection, and these 
expectations are shaping 
how luxury hospitality  
is delivered. 

The setbacks 
Yet, the year was not without 
disruption. India found itself caught 
in a geopolitical crossfire that dented 
travel sentiment. In April, at the peak 
of the tourism season in Jammu and 
Kashmir, a terror attack in Pahalgam 
claimed the lives of 26 civilians. A 
week-long conflict between India and 
Pakistan followed, with Operation 
Sindoor unfolding along the north-
western frontier, disrupting not only 
tourism but daily life in the region. 

The conflict also prompted a wave 
of travel advisories from embassies 
including the United States, United 
Kingdom, and Canada, negatively 
impacting foreign tourist arrivals, 
which is yet to return to its pre-pan-
demic peak of 10.93 million in 2019. 

Tourism ministry data shows for-
eign tourist arrivals rebounded to 
6.44 million in 2022, rose to 9.52 mil-
lion in 2023, and reached 9.95 million 
in 2024. As of August 2025, this 
number stood at 5.6 million, lower 
than the 6.3 million recorded during 

the same period last year. 

Looking homeward 
While the pace of foreign 
tourist recovery remains a 
concern, domestic tourism 
has surged ahead, exacer-
bating a long-standing 
demand-supply imbalance 

in the hospitality sector. 
“Domestic travel and tourism in 

India is expected to remain a strong 
growth engine through 2026,” says 
Zubin Saxena, senior vice president 
and regional head for South Asia at 
Hilton Hotels Corporate. “This is sup-
ported by rising disposable incomes, 
an expanding middle class, and 
improved connectivity and infra-
structure.” Domestic visitor spending 

has already moved well above pre-
pandemic levels and continues to 
expand, driving demand across 
hotels, transport, experiential travel, 
and destination-led offerings, he 
adds. Industry forecasts suggest 
domestic visitor volumes could 
nearly double from 2.5 billion trips in 
2024 to around 5.2 billion by 2030, 
“pointing to a sustained annual 
growth trajectory,” Saxena says. 

A depreciating rupee is expected 
to further bolster domestic travel. 
“While outbound travel from India — 
especially to emerging hubs like Viet-
nam and Thailand — has been very 
strong, the falling rupee will have an 
impact on volumes,” says Damani. “It 
doesn’t mean (international) travel 
will stop, but Indians will increas-
ingly gravitate towards domestic des-
tinations.” As a result, destinations 
such as Rajasthan, Kerala, and Goa — 
traditionally reliant on foreign tour-
ists — are now seeing a shift towards 
domestic demand, he adds. 

Building capacity 
However, sustaining travel momen-
tum will require stronger support sys-
tems. While new airports and 
highways have improved connectiv-
ity, supply-side constraints continue 
to hamper the experience. 

Earlier this month, India’s lar-
gest airline, IndiGo, cancelled over 
5,000 flights after new Directorate 
General of Civil Aviation rules on 
pilot rest and duty hours came into 
effect. The disruption rippled across 
the sector, altering travel plans and 
triggering a wave of cancellations 
for hospitality companies. 

While the episode also brought 
into sharp focus the duopolistic 
nature of Indian aviation, dominated 
by just two major players, the supply 
constraints extend beyond the skies. 

According to hospitality consul-
tancy firms Hotelivate and Horwath, 
India’s branded hotel room inventory 
stood at about 200,000 rooms in 2024 
and is projected to reach 300,000 by 
2030 — still short of demand. 

That gap, however, has fuelled 
record growth for hotel companies 
this year, while paving the way for 
new brands. 

Taj Hotels parent Indian Hotels 
reported its 14th consecutive quarter 
of record performance in September, 
closing the first half of the year with a 
21 per cent rise in revenue from oper-
ations at ~4,081 crore. ITC Hotels also 
announced the launch of a new 
brand, ‘Epiq Collection’, targeting the 
addition of about 1,000 keys over the 
medium term.  vvvv
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The Coldplay concerts across Mumbai and Ahmedabad in January sent airfares, train tickets, and hotel 
prices soaring by nearly 20% photo: x/@coldplay 






