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Where cancer care begins: On the ground 
outside a hospital

When screens aren’t the problem

K-dramas and K-pop are often dismissed as fleeting 
obsessions, but for many adolescents, they have become 
emotional shelters: carefully curated fantasy worlds offering 
belonging that feels missing in real life. Algorithms quietly 
strengthen this pull, drawing vulnerable children deeper into 
digital cocoons where identity, comfort and escape merge.

But the story is not only about platforms or pop culture. It 
is also about silence at home, rising pressures, and parents 
struggling to stay connected with their children.

This month’s cover examines why loneliness and 
communication gaps push children toward digital fantasy, 
and what parents can do differently. As one family’s story 
shows, when listening replaces control, screens begin to 
loose their hold.
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Aishwarya Khosla

Pooja Chahal, a student counsellor at a 
government school in Delhi, still remembers 

the 12-year-old girl who began hearing voices. 
It started with fainting spells. Soon, the child 
became convinced someone was whispering 
threats in her ear, telling her she would be killed.

Upon probing, Chahal found a stressful home 
life: a father who beat her mother, a sudden 
flight from their old life, a changed name. Amid 
this upheaval, the child had found solace in 
online games. She was eventually referred for 
psychiatric treatment. 

That memory returned with force this week, 
when three sisters – aged 12, 14 and 16 – jumped 

When digital fantasy becomes
an emotional shelter
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from their high-rise apartment in Ghaziabad. 
They, too, had created a world apart, centred 
around South Korea, a country they had never 
visited. In an eight-page note, they wrote that 
they “loved Koreans” and could never accept 
marriage to Indian men. Their father had taken 
away their phones, their portal to that other life. 
“Korean is our life,” they wrote. “Now you have 
seen the proof.”

These two stories — one involving clinical 
psychosis, the other a fatal fixation — frame a 
disturbing question: in an age of limitless digital 
immersion, where does passionate fandom end 
and reality begin?

A universe driven  by algorithms

The universe the sisters immersed themselves 
in is designed to appeal. South Korea’s Hallyu, or 
Korean Wave, has reached India through music, 
television and online platforms. K-pop streaming 
in India surged 362 percent between 2018 and 
2023, powered by global phenoms such as BTS, 
data from the Korea Foundation for International 
Cultural Exchange shows.  

Yet psychologists caution against simplistic 
explanations. 

“The problem begins when we look for a 
single cause,” says Itisha Nagar, a Delhi-based 
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psychologist who works with children. “There 
is a lot of focus on Korean dramas and too little 
focus on the contexts children are growing up 
in today.”

For many Indian viewers, entry into this universe 
is driven by the algorithm.

Abhyudaya Karamchetu, 32, a public relations 
professional in Hyderabad, recalls being pulled 
in almost accidentally around 2018, when short, 
unexplained clips from Boys Over Flowers, a 
popular K-drama, began appearing repeatedly 
on her Facebook feed. “I didn’t even know the 
title,” she says. “I used to just see two-or three-
minute clippings, and when I tried to search, it 
would disappear.” 

Curious, she began searching online for fragments 
of scenes, scrolling through comment sections 
for context, before downloading an app which 
offers community-powered subtitles for Asian 

Children retreat into fantasy worlds that offer relief and consistency.  
(Image generated using AI)
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dramas and movies. “Now, these dramas are 
easily accessible,” she says.  

That accessibility, psychologists say, matters most 
when fantasy stops being a temporary escape 
and begins to function as an emotional shelter. 

Fantasy as emotional shelter

For vulnerable children, digitally mediated 
fantasy worlds can become carefully constructed 
spaces of safety — predictable, controllable 
and emotionally legible in ways real life is not. 
“A child’s basic right is to feel safe, physically 
and emotionally,” says Namrata Mahajan, a 
counselling psychologist in Gurugram. “When 
that safety is missing, the brain, which is wired 
for survival, will hold on to something else.”

In these circumstances, children retreat into 
fantasy worlds that offer relief and consistency, 
often forming parasocial attachments to fictional 
characters or celebrities who feel attentive, 
protective and emotionally available. Over 
time, these imagined relationships can begin 
to substitute for real ones, making the return 
to everyday life (with its conflicts, ambiguities 
and disappointments) feel overwhelming.

“Children resort to living in a world of fantasy 
when they can no longer find solace in the real 
world,” says Chahal.
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The appeal of K-dramas

K-dramas are structured for immersion. Usually 
limited to 16 episodes, they are designed for binge-
watching and emotional payoff. Unlike many 
Indian television soap operas, they frequently 
centre professional women and male leads whose 
authority is tempered by restraint. 

“When you go deeper, you see the kind of respect 
the lead actor gives to the woman,” Karamchetu 
says. Even when the male lead is rude or arrogant 
initially, “there is a certain limit to that arrogance. 
There is mutual respect even in hatred.”

Jagadeesh Reddy, a cultural observer and curator 
who has previously worked with the Korean 
Cultural Centre India, situates this appeal within 
a broader cultural strategy. Korean content, he 
says, is part of a carefully built ecosystem of 
soft power, where music, drama, food, beauty 
and language reinforce one another. 

“How do you know a country?” he asks. “First 
through food and music. Then tourism, then 
stories.” Korea, he says, began with music, 
followed by television dramas and beauty culture, 
creating multiple points of emotional entry.

Format matters too. “We are not really creating 
youth-related content here,” he says. Indian 
television, he observes, remains dominated by 



9

Go to Index Page Next Story

long-running daily soaps centred on family 
conflict. Korean dramas, by contrast, targeted 
younger audiences much earlier, offering tightly 
written 16-episode arcs that could be consumed 
in bursts. “You can binge-watch them,” he says. 
“And the stories are aspirational — they give 
that adrenaline of somebody trying to achieve 
something or fighting the conditions they are 
in.”

That aspiration resonates strongly with Indian 
youth navigating academic pressure, social 
comparison and limited emotional vocabulary.

What children are escaping from

Understanding this appeal requires looking 
beyond screens. “Urban living, nuclear families, 
polluted environments, social media, internet 
exposure, sedentary lifestyles, corporate schooling 
and survival-centric parenting leave very little 
space for emotional presence,” Nagar says. “We 
have turned our eyes away from children because 
there is so much else demanding attention.”

In that absence, other forces step in. “K-dramas 
are designed in a way that can make anyone, 
adults as well as children, feel warm, connected 
and special,” she says. “But any kind of obsession 
or addiction is always an escape from the norm.”

The difference with children, Nagar adds, is 
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developmental. “Unlike adults, children find 
it difficult to differentiate the real from the 
unreal.” What is often described as an obsession 
is better understood as a search for validation. 

Not the first wave, but a deeper one

This is not the first time that a generation has 
built its own fantasy refuges. 

In the 1980s, tabletop role-playing games like 
Dungeons & Dragons provoked moral panic for 
encouraging immersive alternate identities. 

In the 1990s, satellite television brought MTV, 
American sitcoms like Friends and global pop 
into living rooms, sparking anxieties about 
Westernisation. The 2000s saw Japanese anime 
— from Dragon Ball Z to Naruto — build devoted 
followings, followed by the immersive worlds 

When real attachment figures are unavailable, fictional characters become emotionally 
reliable substitutes. (Image generated using AI)
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of online games and TV dramas from various 
countries.

Later came massively multiplayer online games, 
fantasy fandoms and cinematic worlds like Harry 
Potter, each offering coherent mythologies that 
felt more ordered and emotionally legible than 
everyday life.

What distinguishes the current Korean wave is 
integration. 

Today’s digital ecosystems collapse music, 
television, fashion, language, beauty standards 
and fandom into a single, always-on emotional 
environment, accessed privately and continuously 
through personal screens. It is a complete world, 
offering not just stories but an entire aesthetic 
and identity toolkit.

For older viewers like Karamchetu, immersion 
often remains bounded. She reads fan theories 
and fan fiction on platforms like Wattpad, but 
resists translating admiration into lifestyle 
emulation.

For adolescents, however, the boundary between 
admiration and identity is more porous. Saina 
Singh, 16, from Jammu, observes that in her peer 
group, fluency in this universe is mandatory social 
currency. “If you don’t know those references,” she 
says, “you’re thought to be living under a rock.” 
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Technological shifts

The rise of this phenomenon cannot be separated 
from broader technological shifts. Affordable 
smartphones and cheap data have made high-
speed internet nearly universal. Post-pandemic, 
Chahal says, “every child has access to a device.”

“Peer influences work here as in the case of drug 
addiction,” Chahal says. “Children hear about 
certain shows or games from their peers, but 
those at risk develop an addiction.” 

She has seen a paradigm shift across class. 
“Parents are working all day long, and there is 
no one to supervise the child.”

At its most profound, this engagement evolves 
into parasocial relationships — the one-sided 
sense of intimacy with a media persona. 

Mahajan explains the core need. “A child’s basic 
right is to feel safe,” she says. “When the child 
does not feel this, our brains and bodies, which 
are wired for survival, will hold on to something 
else.”

When real attachment figures are unavailable, 
she says, fictional characters become emotionally 
reliable substitutes. Abruptly cutting off these 
worlds can feel catastrophic. “It’s almost like a 
crisis for that person,” she says. “Because that 
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child is so used to that ideal world that coming 
back to the real self is really very terrifying.” 

Mahajan cautions against seeing this as a problem 
of a specific culture. “I would not see a particular 
culture as bad. It is about how we are using it.” 
What matters is whether engagement disrupts 
daily life, relationships and emotional regulation.

Beyond screens

The solution, experts say, lies in emotional 
availability and teaching resilience. Children 
need meaningful time and presence, a sense that 
they matter beyond performance or compliance.

Today’s digital ecosystems allow fantasy 
identities, communities and narratives to operate 
without pause, supervision or ritual closure, 
making the boundary between imaginative play 
and emotional dependence far more fragile for 
adolescents still learning to anchor themselves 
in the real world.

•
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Seoul mates for life
Aishwarya Khosla

Mistu Paul was in Class 11 when a friend 
first mentioned BTS, the seven-member 

South Korean pop group that became a global 
cultural phenomenon. In her small town in Assam, 
evenings followed a predictable rhythm, filled 
with the dramatic arcs of Indian television serials. 
“Very saas-bahu type content,” she recalls. She 
filed the BTS recommendation away, untouched.

When she finally listened, one song led to 
another and then yet another, each replayed until 
the melodies became a personal soundtrack, 
saved on her phone and shared with friends. 
From there, she discovered Korean television 
dramas, commonly called K-dramas, which are 
typically concise, season-long stories. She began 
consuming one series after another. “It just kept 
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adding,” she says. “One thing led to the next.”

Now 24 and working as a content writer in Moranhat, 
a town in Assam, Paul’s engagement with the 
Korean world endures, though opportunities 
to experience the culture directly are scarce. 
She owns one BTS album — her only official 
merchandise — and has journeyed through more 
than 150 K-dramas, even tracking them in a diary 
for many years until, as she puts it, “life got busy”. 

Over the last decade, Korean popular culture, 
often termed the “Korean Wave” or Hallyu, has 
woven itself into the daily lives of many youngsters 
in India, emerging as a distinct subculture. It 
surfaces on streaming platforms and music 
charts, in the language apps on their phones, 
the instant ramen on supermarket shelves, in 
college dormitories and bedroom screens. While 
algorithms and global platforms explain how the 
obsession arrived, they are less adept at explaining 
why it stayed, long after the novelty faded. 

But sometimes, as it happened near Delhi 
recently, this obsession tips over. Three siblings 
were found dead, allegedly after they jumped 
off their ninth-floor apartment in Ghaziabad. 
Police said their suicide note alleged that they 
were beaten by their parents who threatened to 
get them married off. This was unacceptable to 
them, police officers said, because they “loved 
Koreans”. “Now you must believe that Korean 
and K-pop were our life…,” the note read.



16

Go to Index Page Next Story

Mix of romance, relatability

For 14-year-old Anika Yadav, a student at Loreto 
Convent Tara Hall in Shimla, it started with a 
classroom buzz. Everyone was talking about BTS. 
“So I wanted to see what the hype was about.” 
What anchored her, however, was the lyrical 
depth. BTS’s song Magic Shop, a track about 
finding solace and support, is her favourite. One 
of the lines from the song goes: “You gave me 
the best of me, so you’ll give you the best of you.”

“It’s about the days when you hate being yourself 
and want to disappear,” she says. “I’m a very 
sensitive person, and music with deep meanings 
comforts me.”

Her exploration expanded to K-dramas — 
romantic fantasies such as Goblin (about a 
centuries-old immortal cursed to search for his 
bride) and My Love From the Star (which pairs a 
top actress with an alien who has lived on Earth 
for 400 years). “When you are coming into your 
teenage years, you are interested in crushes,” 
she says. “The way the guy shows affection, a 
lot of girls dream about that. You don’t see that 
much in Indian dramas.”

The cultural immersion is backed by emerging 
data on how swiftly the Korean tide has surged 
across Indian screens. According to Facebook 
Analytics, 2023, there are over 15 million 
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consumers of Korean cultural products (from 
K-pop to K-dramas) in India. Euromonitor 
reported that Netflix saw a 370% increase in 
K-drama viewership in India in 2020 compared 
to 2019. Platforms such as Zee5 and MX Player 
dub K-dramas in Indian languages to reach a 
wider audience.

Ishika Kaur, who recently returned to Kolkata 
after studying global media in Singapore, traces 
her interest in Korean dramas back to her school 
years. “It suddenly became a huge thing among 
my classmates.” To her surprise, the stories 
felt deeply familiar. “They remind me of 2000s’ 
Bollywood rom-coms,” she says. “Bollywood 
doesn’t really make those anymore.”

She points to Crash Landing on You, a hit cross-
border romance between a South Korean heiress 
and a North Korean army officer, for its patient 
emotional pacing, a rhythm she finds missing 
in Indian television. The family dynamics also 
resonate. “The fear of the mother, the respect for 
elders…,” Kaur says. “If the same scene was in a 
Western show, it wouldn’t work. In a Korean drama, 
it’s funny. We laugh because we have lived it.” 

For Avryl Pereira, a 25-year-old PR professional 
in Mumbai, it began with snippets on Instagram 
Reels. “I came across one or two reels on one of 
the series. I found it interesting and that’s how 
I entered it.”
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Soon, she found herself seeking out all things 
Korean. Pereira’s comfort food is a steaming 
bowl of ramen, now a weekend ritual. She 
experiments with making Korean fried chicken 
and gimbap (seaweed rice rolls) at home, seeking 
out ingredients like seaweed in specialty stores. 
“Food makes you more connected towards a 
particular culture,” she says.

Her fandom is now a family affair. She has got her 
parents, especially her father, Ossie Pereira, 54, 
“hooked” to K-dramas. He was initially skeptical 
(“What’s wrong with you?” he’d ask) until a 
serendipitous scroll on YouTube led him to a 
comedy clip, and they ended up checking out the 
full series together. Her father, an accountant, now 
enjoys the full range, from romantic comedies 
such as My Demon (a fantasy about a contractual 
marriage between a cynical CEO and a devil) to 
intense series such as The Glory (a dark revenge 
thriller about school bullying). The family’s 

Avryl Pereira with her husky Do Do Hee, named after the female lead in My Demon. 
(Photo by special arrangement/Express Photo)
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Husky is in on it too — she is named Do Do Hee, 
after the female lead in My Demon.

For Abhyudaya Karamchetu, 32, from Hyderabad, 
the entry point into Korean culture were the short, 
compelling clips that populated her Facebook 
feed sometime in 2018. “At first, I was curious,” 
she says. “Then it became a chain. You watch 
one actor, then you look up what else they have 
done.” Her consumption has since become more 
discerning. “Earlier it was any Korean content. 
Now I ask what the series is actually telling me.”

What holds her attention is a discernible code 
of conduct among the characters in many of 
these dramas. “There’s arrogance, but there’s a 
limit. There is respect.” She contrasts this with 
the often-punitive conflicts between leads in 
Indian serials. “We cross that line very easily,” 
she says.

The infrastructure of a wave

The popularity of K-dramas has even propelled 
it into academic spaces. Raahi Adhya, a lecturer 
at the National University of Singapore, teaches 
Crash Landing on You as part of an undergraduate 
course on literary and visual narratives.

“Students either love it or hate it,” she says, 
which makes it a compelling tool to interrogate 
cultural labels such as “trashy” or “prestigious”. 
The show, she says, is self-aware — it satirises 
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K-drama tropes even while lavishing in their 
emotional excess. “The fact that it achieves such 
high popularity through its appealing themes 
and visual pleasure makes it even more fun to 
discuss,” she says.

Crash Landing on You is part of an undergraduate course.
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In India, this cultural wave first landed in the 
Northeast, says Jagadeesh Reddy, a culture 
connoisseur who previously worked as curator 
with the Korean Culture Centre in India.

Reddy says that as early as the 2000s, Korean 
series were circulating in Manipur and Nagaland 
via cable and informal distribution networks. “The 
Northeast was the first gateway,” he says. “Before 
the rest of India realised Korean culture was 
booming, people there were already consuming it.” 

This spread is often described as organic, but 
it has not been accidental. Vivek Sharma, a 
research scholar at the University of Delhi and 
former professor of international affairs at 
Jeonju in South Korea, argues that the country’s 
cultural exports are closely aligned with state 
priorities and are shaped by domestic pressures, 
including a declining birth rate. “With the country 
experiencing a demographic crisis, there is a 
strong sense that Korean culture and language 
need to be protected,” he says, “and one way of 
doing that is by amplifying them abroad.”

This strategy influences how the culture travels. 
Dramas and music are rarely dubbed; subtitles 
are preferred, ensuring the Korean language 
remains audible. That consistent exposure has 
spawned measurable spillover effects.

Language-learning platforms such as Duolingo 
report a steady rise in Indians studying Korean. 
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According to Duolingo’s 2025 Language Report, 
Korean surged to become the sixth most popular 
language to study globally, a status propelled 
by its popularity in markets such as India. The 
growth is strongest among younger users, who 
typically first encounter the language through 
song lyrics, subtitles, and online fan communities.

Sharma offers a caveat: what travels most easily 
is a polished, appealing portrait of a people and 
its culture. “Young people abroad are interested 
in K-culture,” he notes, “but not necessarily in 
other aspects of the country.” The complexities 
— the social hierarchies, the country’s politics 
and history, its feminist movements — remain 
less visible behind the glossy facade.

A pandemic push

This cultural infrastructure was firmly in place 
when the pandemic arrived. With lockdowns 
confining people to their homes, streaming services 
became the primary source of entertainment. 
Korean content, already circulating online, 
benefited dramatically. According to the Korea 
Foundation for International Cultural Exchange, 
K-pop streaming in India increased by 362 per 
cent between 2018 and 2023.

As viewership expanded, consumption moved 
beyond screens to food and skincare products.

In Mumbai, Pereira has watched the restaurant 
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scene evolve. “My first-ever restaurant (for a 
Korean experience) was Origami,” she says, 
recalling the two-hour journey she made to 
Powai from her home in Virar to eat tteokbokki, 
gimbap and ramen. “Now there are four branches 
of the restaurant and others with good Korean 
food much closer,” she says.

According to the 2025 How India Eats report by 
Swiggy and management consulting firm Kearney, 
takeaway orders of Korean food have surged in 
India, with the cuisine witnessing a 17× rise in 
consumption since 2022. The demand is being 
driven by high-frequency orders, especially for 
Korean BBQ, which has become a weeknight staple 
for urban foodies. McDonald’s has also tapped 
into the Korean wave with gochujang flavours 
and K-pop tie-ins, along with Korean noodles. 

Over the years, while Korean ramen, snacks, and 
skincare products such as sheet masks found a 

According to the 2025 How India Eats report by Swiggy and management consulting firm 
Kearney, takeaway orders of Korean food have surged in India.
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steady market in Indian cities, Karamchetu says 
she has been selective about what to pick.

She says she has tried Korean skincare but rejects 
the marketed ideal of “glass skin”, a term for a 
poreless, dewy complexion. “Indian skin will 
not turn into that,” she says. “Genes matter.”

Pereira, a skincare fan, acknowledges the cost. 
Serums with ingredients such as snail mucin 
can cost up to Rs 2,000, with luxury sunscreens 
reaching Rs 4,000-5,000. “Of course it’s 
expensive,” she says, but the appeal of the clear, 
luminous “glass skin” ideal persists for many.

According to a 2025 Datum report, the K-beauty 
market in India is projected to reach $1.5 billion 
in value by 2030.

The fandom is also beginning to manifest in 
shared, real-world experiences. Pereira is looking 
forward to an upcoming event in Mumbai, 
‘ARIRANG: A BTS Comeback Fan Experience’, on 
March 22. “I’m excited to go for that,” she says. 

For some, the gap between the curated fantasy 
and a more complex reality eventually comes 
into focus. While studying in Singapore, Ishika 
Kaur learned about South Korea’s 4B movement, 
a radical feminist campaign whose name refers 
to four “bi” or refusals: marriage, childbirth, 
dating, and sex with men. “It shocked me,” she 
admits. “Because when people say K-dramas, 
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the first thing they think of is romance.” 
Conversations with Korean classmates further 
dismantled any lingering illusions. “They 
kept saying, ‘K-dramas are fantasy. They’re 
not reality.’” The distinction stayed with her. 
“One starts watching with more awareness.” 

For others, age changed the relationship. Paul’s 
favorite drama is now Reply 1988, a nostalgic, 
slice-of-life series following families living on the 
same street in late-1980s Seoul. “Not everybody 
has a goal,” she said of its relatable characters. 
“And that’s okay.” Korean popular culture has 
not replaced Indian film or television in her life; 
it sits companionably beside them.

For Paul, what remains is less the intense fervor 
of a new discovery, and more a durable, personal 
resonance. She mentions the BTS song Zero 
O’Clock, a gentle ballad about waiting for a 
difficult day to end and a new one to begin. Its 
key line, “And you’re gonna be happy”, is a quiet 
promise. She returns to it when she needs a 
reminder. “It tells you the next day will come, 
things can be reset,” she says.
In Mumbai, Pereira might agree, perhaps while 
sharing a bowl of ramen with her father, as their 
Husky, Do Do Hee, looks on.

•
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The K-Pop Ecosystem
Swarupa Tripathi

“The joy and clarity that K-pop songs bring 
cannot be provided by anyone else. They 

positively fill our entire persona and help children 
discover their inner music.” This is how 14-year-
old Gurugram student, Natalia Robert, describes 
her relationship with K-pop. Her feelings mirror 
those of millions of children who have embraced 
Korean culture not merely as entertainment but 
as an emotional ecosystem.

Once limited to niche fan circles, Korean 
dramas and K-pop have grown into a cultural 
force, particularly among young Indians who 
form intense, one-sided emotional bonds with 
celebrities they have never met. 
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While these connections, known as parasocial 
relationships, have led to a rise in creative 
communities, they have also raised concerns among 
parents, who worry about excessive screen time, 
emotional dependence, and children replacing 
real-world relationships with online personas. 

The Korean Wave’s growing influence

The Korean Wave, or Hallyu, refers to the rapid 
rise of Korean films, television dramas, music, 
and digital content since the 1990s. In India, its 
influence has accelerated through streaming 
platforms and social media.

According to researchers of a June 2024 study 
titled The Impact of Hallyu (Korean Wave) on 
Indian Youth’s Intention to Visit South Korea, 
“The Hallyu (Korean Wave) phenomenon has 
gained significant popularity among the younger 
demographic on a global scale.”

In India today, researchers note a large and 
dedicated fan base for music groups such as BTS, 
Blackpink, Girls’ Generation, EXO, TWICE, and 
SHINee. “The expansion of the Korean wave is 
not limited to K-Pop videos and Korean dramas 
but has led to interest of the youth in Korean 
beauty brands, cosmetics, fashion, Korean food, 
games, animation, etc.”
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The study, involving data from 153 young 
participants, examined the six components of 
the Hallyu, including Korean drama, Korean 
music, Korean movies, Korean fashion products 
and cosmetics, Korean food, and Korean games. 
“The data reveals that Korean Music Albums 
are consumed at the highest rate among the six 
elements, with Korean dramas being the second 
most consumed by the Indian youth,” mentions 
the study.

“The influence of Hallyu has increased awareness 
of everyday Korean culture, while travel between 
India and Korea continues to expand,” says Myong 
Kil Yun, regional director for India & SAARC 
Countries at the Korea Tourism Organization, 
New Delhi.

But what distinguishes K-pop from earlier 
celebrity cultures, experts say, is access. 

“Earlier, Bollywood fandom was largely one-
directional,” says counselling psychologist Srishti 
Mishra. “Children watched films or admired 
stars from a distance. K-pop changes this. Idols 
appear regularly through livestreams and social 
media, creating ongoing interaction.”

For Natalia, this holds. “Korean idols do live 
streams for their fandom so they can connect 
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with them more. They are humans who reach 
out to their fans, so we feel united.”

Why children form parasocial bonds

Research on parasocial relationships shows that 
adolescents demonstrate greater preoccupation 
with celebrities than other age groups. A 2017 
study published in Frontiers in Psychology, a 
peer-reviewed journal, found that 61.1% of early 
adolescents considered favourite media figures 
as relationship partners, reporting greater 

With school assignments moving on teams, all school communication moving to WhatsApp, 
there is little that parents can do to keep kids away from the phone. (Source: AI Generated)
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parasocial involvement and emotional intensity. 

A May 2025 clinical study, The Impact of Childhood 
Trauma on the Intensity of Parasocial Relationships 
Among Adolescents, notes that adolescents are 
particularly vulnerable.  “While parasocial 
interaction occurs during media consumption 
and is often transient, parasocial relationships 
are enduring and involve deeper emotional 
investment over time,” the study says. 

Several studies have also highlighted gender 
differences in the intensity of parasocial 
relationships, with dataindicating that, in 
contrast to their male counterparts, female 
adolescents typically form more intense PSRs.

These relationships form quietly through 
repetition, says Mishra. “A child might start by 
watching a K-pop music video, then move to 
interviews, livestreams and behind-the-scenes 
clips. Over time, the idol becomes part of their 
daily routine.”

For many young fans, these idols offer emotional 
support. For 20-year-old Dimpy Bhatt, K-Pop 
boy band BTS is an escape from stressful days. 
“Listening to their music and watching their 
live sessions feels like something inside me is 
healing without even realising it.”
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“They teach us life lessons. During our happy 
or sad days, we listen to K-pop cause the songs 
remind us to live for ourselves,” adds Natalia.

Why parents are worried

Parents often notice early effects through 
behaviour change: children playing livestream 
replays during homework, high screen time, 
mood swings, and distress over online criticism 
of their idols.

“Because idols speak directly to fans and appear 
emotionally accessible, children experience this 
as companionship,” Mishra explains. “In early 
adolescence, when friendships feel unstable, 
this presence offers comfort.”

Clinical psychologist Sunita Samant, founder 
of Mind Matters, adds, “In the teen years, kids 
usually turn to friends or their group to talk 
things out and feel understood. But when that 
space doesn’t feel safe or available, maybe there’s 
not much emotional conversation at home, they 
feel ignored, or they’re dealing with bullying or 
exclusion, they start looking for that sense of 
validation somewhere else.”

Devika Puri, who managed to keep her 13-year-
old son away from the screen for many 
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years, later realised that resistance could be 
“counterproductive”. “With school assignments 
moving on teams, all school communication 
moving to WhatsApp, there is little that parents 
can do to keep kids away from the phone.”

When admiration becomes 
overwhelming

Experts note that healthy admiration is not 
a concern when it coexists with everyday 
functioning. “A child may enjoy following an idol 
while still engaging in school, family time and 
offline relationships,” says Mishra. “It becomes 
concerning when the fandom starts regulating 
mood.”

The signals include irritability if they miss 
content, struggling to sleep because of livestream 
schedules, or feeling personally distressed 
by online criticism of the idol. In some cases, 
children may say, “They are the only ones who 
understand me,” explains Mishra.

Samant agrees, “Admiration remains healthy as 
long as you appreciate them in a normal way. 
The moment you start emulating and obsessing 
so much that it becomes overwhelming and feels 
like a must, that’s where it crosses a line.”
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For parents of toddlers, the concern is different. 

Paroma Bhattacharya, 38, says her worry for 
her three-year-old “is screen time rather than 
emotional dependence or spending.” At this age, 
she highlights, children don’t form attachments 
to “idols” in the way older children do, but they 
can become overly attached to certain characters 
or routines. “That’s why moderation and adult 
supervision are important, ensuring screens don’t 
replace real-world play, interaction, or rest.” 

Conflict at home

While much of the conflict between parents and 
children is over screen time, the deeper issue is 
misunderstanding.

“Conflicts usually emerge not from fandom 

The goal, experts agree, is not prohibition but balance, not dismissal but dialogue, not 
fear but informed engagement with the digital emotional ecosystem where today’s children 

increasingly live. (Source: AI Generated)
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itself, but from misunderstanding its emotional 
role,” Mishra says. “Parents may focus on 
screen time or academic distraction, while 
children experience fandom as meaningful and 
emotionally grounding.”

Puri recognises these challenges. “The habit 
of being on the screen is worrisome.” Yet she 
acknowledges: “I don’t think we as parents can 
keep our children away from the screen. This is 
a generation that was born with the internet in 
its womb.”

Content curator Pooja Galgali expresses similar 
concerns. “Generation Alpha knows too much 
about the world, but you ask them about Mumbai, 
they don’t have a clue. After long exposure to the 
screen, she (my daughter) gets angry or irritable.” 

For Natalia, parental response feels dismissive. 
“Parents should always support their children 
because if they don’t realise how much this 
means to us, it will drop their own self-esteem 
and emotional balance.”

The positive side: Community and 
creativity

Despite concerns, fandom spaces can help 
children connect with their peers globally and 
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learn new things.

“For many young people, fandoms offer their 
first experience of community beyond school or 
family,” says Mishra. “A child who feels socially 
awkward offline may find confidence online 
by sharing edits, writing fan fiction, learning 
choreography or translating lyrics.”

Samant agrees. “Fandom spaces help young 
people feel a sense of belonging by connecting 
with others who share the same interests. They 
encourage self-expression through discussions 
and creative content.”

Galgali has observed these impulses in her 
daughter. After discovering K-pop, “she has 
become very confident. She wants to try Japanese 
and Korean food. She wants to take a trip to 
Korea, Japan and Singapore.”

Finding a balance

The goal, experts agree, is not prohibition but 
balance, not dismissal but dialogue, not fear but 
informed engagement with the digital emotional 
ecosystem where today’s children increasingly 
live.

“The most effective strategy is conversation 
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without judgment,” says Mishra. “Parents can 
ask what children enjoy about fandom or what 
it gives them emotionally. Some families set 
agreements around screen time while attending 
concerts or encouraging related hobbies.”

Samant agrees, “It doesn’t have to be a power 
struggle. Kids still need sports and offline 
activities. Instead of shutting it down, ask ‘What 
do you like about this?’ The key is the vibe at 
home.”
Puri feels that education has an important role 
to play in such situations. “It’s important to 
educate children on what constitutes knowledge. 
Education on how to consume content and not 
confuse it with real identity is critical.”

Bhattacharya emphasises curiosity. “Parents can 
start by listening without dismissing. Setting 
gentle boundaries, encouraging offline play, and 
reminding children that celebrities are people 
doing a job helps create a healthy perspective.”

•
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Where cancer care begins:  
On the ground outside a hospital

Aishwarya Khosla

By nightfall, the pavement outside All India 
Institute of Medical Sciences (AIIMS) in New 

Delhi begins to fill.

Patients arrive carrying files thick with reports, 
X-rays folded into plastic sleeves, and blankets 
tied into bundles. Some lower themselves onto 
the ground immediately. Others hover, scanning 
the pavement for a patch of space that will not 
block a footpath or ambulance route.

By midnight, the pavement is crowded — bodies 
stretched flat on concrete, others sitting cross-
legged or leaning into attendants, shawls pulled 
tight against Delhi’s winter air. Rats dart between 
discarded paper plates and steel tumblers. Every 
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few minutes, someone coughs.

Sleep comes in fragments. People wake repeatedly, 
afraid of losing their place. No one complains.

What plays out nightly outside AIIMS reflects 
a national pattern.

‘This is what life looks like’

Many here have travelled from Bihar, Uttar 
Pradesh, Rajasthan and Haryana. They are not 
here early out of choice. They are here because 
waiting months for an online appointment is 
not an option when someone in the family has 
cancer.

“Appointment counters open at 8 am, but there 
is no guarantee,” says Rakesh Kumar, 38, who 
spent the night outside the hospital with an 
ailing relative.

For some, this is their first night outside the 
hospital. For others, it has become routine. 

Saurabh Kumar, 40, has travelled from Samastipur 
in Bihar for the treatment of his mother, 
Shakuntala Devi, 72. She has uterine cancer, 
complicated by tuberculosis.

Kumar earns between Rs 10,000 and Rs 15,000 
a month teaching tuition. “I call myself 
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unemployed,” he says. “This is what life looks 
like when someone in your family has cancer.”

They arrived at night because there was no other 
way. Online appointments run into long waiting 
periods. Those who cannot afford to wait come 
early and stay.

“The struggle begins long before you meet a 
doctor,” Kumar says. “And the conditions outside 
can make patients even sicker.”

A burden growing faster than the 
system

India’s cancer burden has grown steadily over 
the past decade, but deaths have risen far faster 
than new cases. 

According to a written reply in the Lok Sabha 
by the Minister of State for Health and Family 
Welfare, Prataprao Jadhav, in December 2025, 
total cancer cases increased from 13.9 lakh in 
2015 to 15.3 lakh in 2024, a rise of over 10 per 
cent. In the same period, cancer deaths jumped 
from 6.8 lakh to 8.7 lakh, an increase of nearly 
29 per cent.

In effect, a larger proportion of those diagnosed 
with cancer are now dying than a decade ago. 
The mortality-to-incidence ratio rose from 49 
per cent in 2015 to 57 per cent in 2024.
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Public health experts have repeatedly pointed 
to what this widening gap between incidence 
and mortality suggests: late diagnosis, uneven 
access to treatment, and the financial strain that 
pushes many families to the margins of care.

For patients arriving late in the course of the 
disease, hospitals manage the cancer. Much 
of the remaining burden, pain, logistics, and 
exhaustion spills into homes, onto pavements, 
and into the lives of caregivers.

‘People think you are untouchable’

Cancer, Kumar says, does not arrive alone. “People 
think you are untouchable until they get cancer 
themselves,” he says. “They don’t want to sit 
near you. They don’t want to talk.”

Isolation often follows diagnosis. Neighbours 

Patients and caregivers participating in an art and craft session at a CanSupport daycare 
centre.(Express Photo)
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stop visiting. Friends drift away. Even relatives 
hesitate, unsure what to say or how to help.
It is in these gaps — between diagnosis and 
treatment, between hospital visits and home 
— that volunteers and non-governmental 
organisations step in. “They teach patients how 
to live with cancer,” Kumar says.

Addressing the gaps

One such organisation is CanSupport, which 
works with cancer patients and caregivers around 
AIIMS and across Delhi-NCR.

At camps and centres supported by the 
organisation, Kumar says, people come not only 
for counselling but for essentials. “Some people 
who don’t even have cancer come here because 
they get blankets, kettles, medicines… Everyone 
is just trying to manage,” he says.

According to Dr Sanjeev Sharma, an oncologist 
at a private hospital in Bengaluru, organisations 
such as CanSupport play a complementary role 
to hospitals. 

“Hospitals are designed primarily for active, 
curative treatment, and beyond a point they 
are simply not structured to provide the kind of 
sustained, non-clinical support that advanced 
cancer patients require,” he says. 
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“That is where non-profit organisations play 
a crucial, complementary role. Once further 
aggressive treatment is no longer advised, 
these groups step in to provide palliative and 
hospice care — pain management, catheter care, 
psychological and psychosocial counselling, and 
support for families — services that hospitals 
cannot always deliver comprehensively.”

Dr Bhawna Sirohi, a cancer specialist and the 
medical director of Balco Medical Centre, a not-
for-profit oncology hospital in Raipur, concurs. 
“I think the most important role that these 
organisations play is in actually addressing the 
gaps in our cancer care system, for example, 
awareness and early detection.” 

Sirohi describes screening as one of the most 
visible points of intervention. “We do this quite 
a lot with screening camps all over Chhattisgarh 
and Odisha,” she says, and emphasises continuity 
of care after screening — either at her centre, 
AIIMS, or regional cancer centres.

NGOs also support nutrition, palliative and 
home-based care, and, she notes, research and 
cancer registries that contribute to long-term 
cancer control.

Care that comes home

CanSupport’s work extends beyond day care.
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The organisation runs a large home-based 
palliative care programme across Delhi-NCR and 
Pune. Teams, each comprising a doctor, nurse, 
counsellor and driver, travel daily to patients’ 
homes. Field teams step in during emergencies, 
when a patient’s condition worsens, or when 
medical staff need support with specialised 
procedures.

‘Mann behel jaata hai’

This is the second time Shakuntala Devi has 
visited CanSupport’s centre. During an earlier 
visit, she stayed at a Vishram Sadan near AIIMS, 
sharing a tent with other patients and caregivers. 
As days blurred into hospital visits, waiting, and 
fatigue, the day-care centre offered distraction 
and helped her forge new bonds. “Mann behel 
jaata hai (The mind finds a distraction),” Devi 
says softly.

There is food: hot meals, tea, snacks, fruits and 
dry fruits. On some days, there is storytelling; 

A woman at a CanSupport daycare centre holds up a sketch. (Express Photo)
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on others, music, meditation or craft.

Devi recalls befriending another woman 
during her stay at the Vishram Sadan. “She was 
(Mohammadan) Muslim,” Devi says shyly. “We 
were together in the same tent for two days. 
Then she was taken into the emergency.”

They did not exchange numbers. Devi does not 
know what became of her. “I really liked her,” 
she said, and fell silent.

When caregiving becomes a full-time 
job

For Sonam Bhatia, a caregiver, these visits have 
been crucial. Her mother-in-law, Asha Bhatia, 65, 
has cancer in her right breast. The family lives 
in Dwarka and travels to AIIMS for treatment. 
Asha’s son earns Rs 20,000-25,000 a month as 
a salesman.

“They (CanSupport) provide mental as well as 
medical support,” Sonam says. “Palliative care. 
Expensive medicines.”

What stays with her is the follow-up — phone calls 
asking about the team’s behaviour, suggestions 
for exercises and diet, and occasional fruit 
deliveries. “All our questions are answered,” she 
says.
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Caregiver burnout

By the time families reach CanSupport, exhaustion 
is often already visible. “Often caregivers are 
completely burnt out,” says Ranjana Sethi.

A retired vice principal and former head of 
school, Sethi first approached the organisation 
in December 2018, shortly after her husband 
passed away. She was initially asked to undergo 
grief counselling before being allowed to work 
directly with patients.

She began volunteering in 2019 and underwent 
months of training — handling difficult 
conversations, breaking bad news, and dealing 
with patients in delirium.  Today, she works as a 
quality assurance executive, overseeing home-
care services across Delhi-NCR.

Every evening, around 5.30 pm, she calls patients 
and caregivers. “You don’t make it sound like a 
check call,” she says. “You ask how the patient 
is doing. You ask how they are doing. And they 
automatically start sharing.”

If she senses distress, Sethi flags it to a counsellor. 
“All questions related to medicine or diet are 
referred to professionals,” she says. “But just 
hearing people out also goes a long way.”

What emerges mirrors what mental health 
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experts describe as caregiver burnout, a state 
of physical, mental and emotional exhaustion 
driven by prolonged caregiving.

‘It is not just about the cure’

At an organisational level, CanSupport frames 
its work around dignity. “Quality of life means 
conforming to the real felt needs of patients 
and caregivers,” says Dr Ambika Rajvanshi, CEO, 
CanSupport. “It is about empowering them to 
achieve their own definition of a meaningful 
life.”

The organisation’s work, she says, spans physical, 
emotional, functional and social needs. “We 
treat the person, not just the disease.”

With many cancer cases in India diagnosed at 
advanced stages, families often arrive already 
financially and emotionally stretched. In such 
situations, Dr Rajvanshi says, palliative care is 
essential.

‘I don’t like the ‘bechari’ approach’

Back in the day-care centre, Deepti Banerjee, 
66, has been volunteering for over two years. “I 
enjoy interacting with them the most,” she says. 
“I don’t like the bechari (helpless) approach.”

Anyone can fall ill, she says. What matters is 
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how people are treated afterwards. Banerjee 
describes how volunteers arrive early to pack dry 
fruit packets, organise activities and distribute 
essentials. “It is a wholesome day for them.”

Most regular volunteers, she adds, are over 40. 
“Not because younger people don’t care, but 
because time itself is a privilege.”

As volunteers begin packing up, Shakuntala 
Devi sits quietly with her hands folded around 
a steel cup of tea. 

For a few hours, at least, she was not waiting 
alone.

•
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When screens aren’t the problem
Dr Astik Joshi

Riya*, a 14-year-old from Rohini, Delhi, had 
become irritable, withdrawn and excessively 

dependent on her phone. Her academic 
performance dipped and conversations at home 
were reduced to one-word replies. Attempts to 
restrict screen time only led to arguments and 
emotional shutdown. Then her parents changed 
their strategy. What did they do?

Instead of questioning her phone use, Riya’s 
parents shifted to an emotion-focussed approach. 
Her mother said, “I notice you seem stressed 
lately. I’m here to understand, not to judge.” 
This simple change helped Riya open up about 
her fears of peer rejection and feeling “not good 
enough” online. During further consultation, 
it emerged that constant social comparison on 
apps and the pressure to stay connected were 
triggering her anxiety.



49

Go to Index Page Next Story

The family introduced short, gadget-free daily 
conversations, listened without interrupting 
or advising, and discussed how certain online 
content affected her emotions rather than 
banning apps outright. Positive efforts were 
acknowledged, not criticised. Within weeks, 
Riya’s sleep, mood and concentration improved. 
Most importantly, she felt emotionally supported.

In the digital era, effective parenting is not about 
controlling screens but building trust. When 
children feel heard and understood, technology 
stops being a threat and communication becomes 
the strongest protective tool for mental well-being. 

The art of communication begins 
early

A worried mother brought her nine-year-old girl 
to me as she was unable to hold conversations. 
The mother feared that her child was probably 
going through a delayed development milestone. 
Although she had no speech impairment and 
her vocabulary was found to be adequate as per 
age, she was limited in her social skills and her 
ability to communicate appropriately.

The child did not have any significant medical or 
neurological problems, but had spent a significant 
time during her growth and developmental 
period on gadgets. She had become excessively 
irritable and engaged in verbal outbursts with 
her mother. So, her mother told her, “I want to 
understand you. Let’s take the help of a doctor 
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so that I can understand better.”

We made a diagnosis of social communication 
disorder and started low dose medication with the 
mother’s consent for stabilising her behaviour. 
Additionally, we put her on an intensive 
outpatient programme to address her social 
communication problems. In the next few weeks, 
her ability to communicate both at home and with 
others, her behavioral issues and her emotional 
regulation improved. As she engaged socially, 
she began reconnecting with her mother. She 
also started spending time engaging in healthier 
activities as an alternative to using gadgets.

1. How can parents keep track of their 
child’s emotions?

Children and adolescents rarely express emotions 
directly; instead, they show them through changes 
in behavior, routine or tone. Sudden mood swings, 
irritability, social withdrawal, changes in sleep 
or appetite and loss of interest in activities they 
once enjoyed are early emotional indicators. 
Parents should focus on patterns, not isolated 
incidents.

Instead of asking, “What’s wrong with you?”, 
say: “I’ve noticed you’ve been quieter than usual 
after school. How has your day been? Anything 
that you want to share, maybe I can help?” This 
invites emotional sharing without pressure or 
blame.
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2. How can discipline be built without 
sounding strict or controlling?

Discipline works best when it is predictable, 
explained and respectful, rather than fear-
based. Children are more likely to cooperate 
when they understand why a rule exists and feel 
included in decision-making. Clear boundaries 
combined with empathy help children develop 
self-discipline instead of rebellion.

Instead of “No phone after 9 pm—because I said 
so,” say,

“Using your phone late affects your sleep and 
mood. Let’s agree on a time that helps you 
feel rested and focused tomorrow.” This shifts 
discipline from punishment to partnership.

3. How can parents identify emotional 
or behavioural oddities early?

Emotional concerns often appear as subtle 
changes — declining academic performance, 
increased aggression, excessive screen use, 
emotional outbursts or avoidance of friends and 
family. These signs should not be dismissed as 
“just a phase” if they persist for weeks.

Parents should also notice emotional overreactions 
to small issues, which may signal underlying 
stress, anxiety or low self-esteem. Instead of 
saying, “You’re overreacting,” say: “That seemed 
really upsetting for you. Help me understand 
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what made it feel so big.” This validates emotions 
while opening space for dialogue.

4. How can parents engage with their 
child like a friend without losing 
authority?

Being “friend-like” does not mean removing 
boundaries; it means being emotionally 
approachable. Children talk more freely when 
parents show curiosity about their interests, 
avoid immediate judgment and share small parts 
of their own experiences. Creating short, daily 
moments of connection, say during meals, walks 
or travel, helps normalize communication.

Instead of “You shouldn’t feel like this,” say: 
“I felt something similar at your age, and it 
was confusing. Want to tell me what’s going on 
for you?” This builds trust while maintaining 
parental guidance.

Effective parenting is less about control and 
more about connection. When parents observe 
emotions closely, set respectful boundaries, 
identify early warning signs and communicate 
with empathy, children feel emotionally safe.

*Name changed to protect privacy

Dr Astik Joshi is a Child, Adolescent & Forensic 
Psychiatrist

•
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Trump slashes India tariffs to 18%.  
But the Founding Fathers might disagree

Nikita Mohta

More often than not, headlines focus on US 
President Donald Trump. This week, the 

spotlight is on his move to reduce tariffs on 
imports from India to 18 per cent from 50 per cent. 

After a call with Prime Minister Narendra Modi 
late Monday, Trump posted on his Truth Social 
platform: “He agreed to stop buying Russian Oil, 
and to buy much more from the United States 
and, potentially, Venezuela. This will help END 
THE WAR in Ukraine, which is taking place right 
now, with thousands of people dying each and 
every week!”

“Out of friendship and respect for Prime 
Minister Modi and, as per his request, effective 
immediately, we agreed to a Trade Deal between 
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the United States and India, whereby the United 
States will charge a reduced Reciprocal Tariff, 
lowering it from 25% to 18%,” he added.

While Trump framed the India tariff reduction 
as an act of reciprocity — an idea deeply rooted 
in America’s early trade policy — the comparison 
is more complicated.

The First Tariff Act of 1789 treated reciprocity as 
a safeguard against discrimination and a means 
of nation-building, not as a coercive tool of 
foreign policy.

Trade policy in a new nation 

Over two centuries ago, on February 4, 1789, 
George Washington was unanimously chosen as 
the first president of the United States. The new 
Congress then convened in March to deliberate on 
import duties and foreign commerce. As students 
of the Enlightenment and opponents of British 
mercantilism, the Founding Fathers favoured 
free and open commerce among nations and 
the abolition of restraints that inhibited trade.

Benjamin Franklin, George Washington, and 
Thomas Jefferson all extolled the benefits of free 
commerce. Franklin said, as academic Douglas A 
Irwin cites in his book Clashing Over Commerce: 
A History of US Trade Policy (2017), “Most of the 
restraints put upon it in different countries seem 
to have been the projects of particulars for their 
private interest, under the pretense of public good.” 
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The term free trade, however, did not mean 
zero tariffs or the absence of all government 
restrictions on trade. Irwin writes, “Free trade 
could be more accurately characterized as open 
trade in which countries could impose import 
duties and regulate shipping but did so in a non-
discriminatory manner.”

Some founders argued that it might be necessary 
to protect domestic industries essential to 
national defence. This lesson was learned during 
the American Revolution, when the country was 
dependent on essential imported supplies such 
as gunpowder and clothing.

In addition to defence, reciprocity was another 
feature emphasised by the US Founding Fathers. 
“Thus, while the founding fathers favoured free 
and open trade in principle, they were also deeply 
concerned about national defense and foreign 
discrimination against American commerce,” 
notes Irwin.

The First Tariff Act 

On April 8, 1789, two days after Congress first 
achieved a quorum, future fourth US president 
James Madison introduced a bill in the House of 
Representatives to levy duties on imports. Citing 
the government’s urgent revenue requirements, 
Madison argued that a tariff should be imposed 
without delay so that spring importations from 
Europe could be taxed. Several members argued 
that, beyond raising revenue, tariffs should also 
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be levied to promote domestic manufacturers.

President Washington signed the tariff bill on 
July 4, 1789, making it the second law enacted 
by the new federal government. The duties went 
into effect in August 1789.

Irwin writes, “The preamble of the new law stated 
that import duties were necessary ‘for the support 
of government, for the discharge of the debts of 
the United States, and the encouragement and 
protection of manufactures.’”

The bill consisted of three parts: specific duties 
on select products, ad valorem duties on most 
other goods, and duty-free treatment for a small 
number of items. Specific duties were imposed on 
selected articles, such as hemp, cordage, nails, and 
iron and glass manufactures. “These articles were 
selected, and made subject to the specific duties, 
with the clear intent of stimulating domestic 
production,” notes economist F W Taussig in 
The Tariff History of the United States (1909). 

The First Tariff Act of 1789 was enacted to secure 
the republic and protect its position in global 
commerce. By contrast, Trump’s decision to 
lower tariffs on India in exchange for reductions 
in its oil imports from Russia illustrates how 
tariffs have evolved from instruments of state 
formation into weapons of geopolitical leverage.

•
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From Bengaluru to Andes: How a 
Tripura engineer braved 100 kmph 

winds to conquer Mt Aconcagua
Debraj Deb

On a bitterly cold December morning, Aritra 
Roy from Tripura began his journey to climb 

the fourth peak of the Seven Summits, the highest 
mountain peaks on each of the world’s seven 
continents.

Standing at 22,841 feet in Argentina’s Andes 
range, Mt. Aconcagua is the highest peak in South 
America and the tallest mountain outside of 
Asia. Though lower than Everest, Mt Aconcagua 
has a success rate of only about 30 per cent. 
During winter, temperatures plunge below zero 
degrees, wind speed reaches above 100 kmph, 
and high altitude presents constant challenges.
For Roy, however, the climb was a progression in 
his mountaineering journey. Having summited 
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Mt. Everest in 2025 and Mt. Kilimanjaro (Africa) 
and Mt. Elbrus (Europe) in 2023, he had steadily 
built experience.

How it all began

An IT engineer by profession, Roy comes from a 
family of athletes. His father was a football coach, 
and Roy himself developed an early interest in 
sports. However, practical considerations led him 
to pursue a career in information technology, and 
he landed a job with a multinational corporation 
in Bengaluru.

Though physically fit and involved in adventure 
racing, Roy never considered pursuing 
mountaineering professionally — until the Covid 
pandemic hit.

With everything shut during the Covid lockdown, 
Roy turned to freehand exercises, running and 
cycling to stay fit. Having done some trekking 
before the pandemic, these exercises helped him 
build endurance and gave him the confidence 
to prepare for scaling the world’s highest peaks.
Recounting the choices before him, Roy says, 
“Climbing Mt. Everest isn’t a one-off feat. There 
must be some context. I had the option of climbing 
the seven highest peaks in the world, the seven 
highest volcanic peaks, or the 14 highest peaks. 
From a financial and practical point of view, I 
chose the first.”

In many ways, Roy says, the pandemic helped 
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him see his goals clearly.

After undertaking smaller mountaineering 
expeditions, Roy climbed Mt. Kilimanjaro and 
Mt. Elbrus in 2023.

But he soon realised the need for formal 
training. In 2024, he enrolled at the Himalayan 
Mountaineering Institute in Darjeeling and 
spent the year completing basic and advanced 
mountaineering courses.

Having scaled three major peaks already, Roy 
turned his attention to South America.

The cost of climbing

High-altitude expeditions pose challenges that 
are not just physical but also financial. For 
instance, personal gear alone — down suits, 
boots, oxygen systems, masks, crampons, ice 
axes, helmets, layered clothing, and sleeping bags 
— can cost up to $15,000. Overall, expeditions 
to peaks like Mt Everest or Mt Aconcagua can 
cost anywhere between $40,000 and $100,000, 
making sponsorship necessary.

While Roy received support from the Assam Rifles, 
the BSF, and various private companies during his 
previous expeditions, his Aconcagua expedition 
was sponsored by Hindustan Aeronautics Limited 
(HAL).
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The weather is not your friend

After obtaining the necessary permits, Roy 
took a bus from Mendoza to Puente del Inca on 
December 29, 2025, to begin the trek.

“On the first day, it was an eight-kilometre hike 
to Confluencia at a height of 3,340 metres,” 
Roy told indianexpress.com. “It was a slow hike 
because my rucksack weighed nearly 30 kilos. 
December 30 was an acclimatisation day.”

Acclimatisation is important as air pressure and 
oxygen levels drop significantly at higher altitudes.  

On December 31, after a seven-hour, 18-kilometre 
trek, Roy reached the base camp, known as Plaza 
de Mulas, at 4,350 metres.

The new year began with rotation cycles, a practice 
in which mountaineers ferry supplies to higher 
camps and return to the starting point, only to 
return the next day with the remaining gear. Often 
described as “climb high, sleep low,” the method 
allows the body to adapt to higher altitudes. 

On January 1, 2026, Roy completed his first 
rotation to Camp 1 at 5,050 metres, with a 
2.5-kilometre ascent. He moved permanently 
to Camp 1 the next day. “Finding water became 
an issue as there was very little snow to melt,” 
he says. “But that is what mountaineering is all 
about, it teaches us to become self-reliant and 
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keep calm in adverse situations.”

On January 3, it was time for a load ferry from Camp 
1 to Camp 2. The mountaineers dropped a few 
supplies and returned to Camp 2 at 5,650 metres 
on January 4. January 5 was designated a rest day. 

From January 6 onwards, the weather started 
deteriorating, with winds reaching 100 kmph.

“I kept checking the weather forecast for a summit 
window,” Roy says. “To my surprise, January 7 
appeared to be the only viable day, with a feeble 
chance on the 8th. Faced with limited options, 
Roy decided to attempt a direct summit push 
from Camp 2, a 1,300-metre climb, instead of 
moving up to Camp 3 at 6,000 metres.

“It was doable as I had done (similar treks) in 
the past,” Roy says. Setting out at 3:30 am local 
time on January 7, he finally reached the summit 
at 2 pm (10:30 pm IST).

What lies ahead

Roy sees this achievement as not just personal 
success, but a reflection of Atmanirbhar Bharat: 
proof that Indians and Indian institutions can 
be at the forefront of any challenge.

Speaking about his next plans, the techie-turned-
mountaineer says he wants to explore a different 
kind of experience in Antarctica.

•
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Why Dhurandhar 2 ditched
 Netflix for JioHotstar 

Devansh Sharma

Aditya Dhar’s spy thriller Dhurandhar 2: 
The Revenge is one of the most anticipated 

films of the year. It’s going to take the story 
forward from the first part, Dhurandhar, which 
released in cinemas last December and went on 
to become the highest grossing Indian film ever 
at the domestic box office. It’s no surprise that 
the sequel is likely to perform even better and 
make history all over again.

Netflix India to JioHotstar

One of the finer details in the recently released 
teaser of Dhurandhar 2: The Revenge reveals that 
it’ll eventually stream on JioHotstar and air on the 
television channel Star Gold post its theatrical 
release on March 19. This is a strategic shift from 
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the first part, which dropped on Netflix India 
on January 30, eight weeks after its theatrical 
release on December 5, 2025.

Dhurandhar immediately entered the Top 10 
on Netflix India and even Netflix Pakistan 
despite its allegedly jingoistic politics. However, 
the response to the film on streaming was 
still relatively muted than how it was upon 
its theatrical release. A large number of users 
also flagged issues with screen proportions, 
colour grading, and other technical issues on 
the streaming platform, which hampered the 
film’s ideal viewing experience.

With its switch to JioHotstar, the makers hope 
to rectify those issues and make Dhurandhar 2: 
The Revenge a more seamless viewing experience 
on streaming. Another reason could be the fact 
that, owing to the historic theatrical response 
to the first film and the consequent tremendous 
buzz for its sequel, JioHotstar could’ve offered 
a higher price in the streamers’ bidding war to 
claim the digital rights of the second part.

A third reason behind this switch could be that 
both JioHotstar and Star Gold fall under the same 
parent company as Jio Studios, the production 
house behind both parts of Dhurandhar. To make 
the economics of the first part work, the makers 
needed to get at least a significant fraction of 
its budget of around Rs 300 crore back on the 
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planning table itself. Thus, it could afford to sell 
it only to the highest bidder, which turned out 
to be Netflix India, as opposed to the streaming 
of its parent company.

With Rs 1390 cr in bank with 
Dhurandhar…

But with the Rs 890 crore and over Rs 500 crore 
that Dhurandhar has earned at the domestic and 
overseas box office, respectively, the makers 
are confident the sequel will make as much or 
even more when it releases in cinemas next 
month. They’ve also expanded on the scope of 
Dhurandhar 2: The Revenge, releasing it across 
five languages in India — Hindi, Telugu, Tamil, 
Malayalam, and Kannada. Additionally, they’ve 
also secured a great window for the release on 
March 19, on the occasion of festivals like Eid, 
Gudi Padwa, and Ugadi.

While the exact terms of the streaming rights 
deal between Jio Studios and JioHotstar aren’t 
known, it could also be the case that given the 
digital rights are within the same ecosystem, 
the production house could control when to 
drop the sequel on streaming. That would allow 
it to extend the usual eight-week gap between 
theatrical and streaming releases in case the 
film continues to perform well at the box office 
even beyond its eighth week.
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For instance, Dhurandhar maintained its 
stronghold at the domestic box office for seven 
weeks, even earning higher in its second week 
than its opening week. It also became the first 
Indian film to score double digits every day 
domestically for 28 days straight. It also turned 
out to score the highest grossing second, third, 
fourth, fifth, sixth, and seventh week ever at 
the India box office. It began to slow down in 
its eighth week, only thanks to competition 
from Anurag Singh’s period war drama Border 2, 
starring Sunny Deol, which released in cinemas 
on January 23 ahead of the Republic Day.

Dhurandhar 2: The Revenge will have a formidable 
competitor in Geethu Mohandas’ Kannada action 
thriller Toxic: A Fairy Tale, starring KGF’s Yash, 
which is slated to release on the same date. It’ll 
have fresh competition in the from of Shaneil 
Deo’s bilingual (Telugu and Hindi) action thriller 
Dacoit: A Love Story, starring Major’s Adivi Sesh, 
on April 10, and Apoorva Lakhia’s military action 
film Battle of Galwan, starring Salman Khan, on 
April 17, four weeks after its theatrical release.

Music from Saregama to T-Series

JioStudios has not only opted for a new streaming 
platform for Dhurandhar 2: The Revenge, but also 
a new music partner. The first part’s popular 
music, by composer Shashwat Sachdev, was 
presented by Saregama, but that of the sequel will 
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be presented by Bhushan Kumar’s T-Series. The 
latter has one of the highest global footprints on 
YouTube and is also instrumental in presenting 
some of the most memorable and successful 
albums of all time, most recently Border 2.

As per reports, T-Series has also paid a whopping 
Rs 27 crore for the music rights of the Dhurandhar 
sequel, given how widely and deeply the music 
of the first part made an impact on business 
and pop culture — and continues to make even 
now. Since the cost also involves promotional 
expenses, the makers of Dhurandhar 2: The 
Revenge have benefited from not only higher 
returns in its music vertical but also secured a 
start-to-finish marketing partner in T-Series.

However, a disadvantage that the sequel may 
have in letting go of Saregama is the vast music 
catalogue it possesses, thanks to properties like 
Saregama Caravan. This may cost Dhurandhar 2: 
The Revenge an opportunity to cash in on retro 
classics like ‘Na Toh Caravan Ki Talash Hai’ from 
Barsaat Ki Raat (1960) and ‘Rambha Ho’ from 
Armaan (1981), like the first part. While T-Series 
does have a vast roster of old songs of its own, 
it’s not as extensive as Saregama.

•
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Why 2026 is obsessed with 2016
Sonal Gupta

2026 began with a longing for the past. The 
internet would have you convinced that 2016 

was arguably the best year. Blurry, Snapchat-
edited photos dominate our timelines today, with 
long captions reminiscing on the gone-by simpler 
times. As I scroll from post to post, I couldn’t 
help but wonder: Did everyone collectively have 
a great 2016?

The answer lies partly in who dominates our 
digital spaces. Data shows that 15 to 25-year-
olds make up the largest cohort of active internet 
users, which means Generation Z dominates the 
online culture. For most Gen Z, born between 
1997 and 2012, the year 2016 was when they were 
either wrapping up the last years of schooling 
or already in college. Thus, as the generation 
now navigates an uncertain job market, amid 
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a shaky economy, a world order in flux, and 
increasingly non-porous borders, nostalgia for a 
time unburdened by responsibility feels almost 
inevitable.

The 2016 trend speaks to the anxieties of a 
generation that would rather look back than look 
forward to a future that’s becoming increasingly 
difficult to imagine.

The golden year?

We were wearing ripped jeans and chokers. 
Snapchat’s dog filter and Retrica’s yellow-tinged 
photos were all the rage. Arijit Singh was at his 
peak, and we were all listening to ‘Channa Mereya’ 
to get over our teenage break-ups. In fact, the 
2016 soundtrack remains unmatched. If Justin 
Bieber’s ‘Love Yourself’ was the generation’s 
anthem, Sia’s ‘Cheap Thrills’ and Rihanna’s ‘Work 
Work Work’ became the go-to ragers. Then there 
were the Bollywood party hits, ‘Baby Ko Bass 
Pasand Hai’, ‘DJ Waaley Babu’, and ‘Saturday, 
Saturday’. Pokémon Go fever had gripped the 
world, with people out on the streets looking 
for Pikachu or Mewtwo. The killing of a gorilla, 
Harambe, in a US zoo, captured most of the 
internet’s imagination, fuelling memes that 
remain culturally relevant even today.

In the latter half of 2016, Jio’s launch would make 
data cheaper for students, and demonetisation 
would usher in the GPay-Paytm wave.
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2016 wasn’t as cheerful for all generations. Many, 
especially millennials and boomers, remember 
it for long queues at banks and ATMs. It was 
another year marked by global upheaval. With 
Brexit, the United Kingdom left the European 
Union, causing global uncertainty. In the United 
States, 2016 proved to be the most polarising 
election, bringing Donald Trump to power. It 
was the year that also saw the deaths of cultural 
icons from the ‘70s and ‘80s — David Bowie and 
Prince. Alan Rickman, most celebrated for his 
portrayal of Professor Snape in the Harry Potter 
series, dealt a blow to millennials, who grew up 
on the books and movies.

With the spotlight back on 2016 in 2026, the 
internet is understandably divided. Reddit 
discussions have some calling the nostalgia 
for 2016 “weird or wrong”. One user said, “The 
romanticization (sic) of 2016 makes me feel like 
I’m being gaslit”.

The business of looking back

For millennials, the simpler times were in earlier 
years, the late ‘90s and the early 2000s. This 
longing gave rise to “Y2K fashion” — midriff-
baring tank tops, low-rise jeans, and denim 
supremacy — which became trendy once again 
in recent years. The Y2K nostalgia fuels reruns 
of shows like Friends and Sex and the City, 
and sequels of hit films from the time, such as 
Scream, Final Destination, and Legally Blonde. 
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It’s what drives crowds at concerts of older 
pop stars like Sunidhi Chauhan and Enrique 
Iglesias. The millennial craze for Coldplay, the 
band with a 48-year-old frontman, Chris Martin, 
seeped into Gen Z’s FOMO, creating a shared 
nostalgia economy that transcends generational 
boundaries.

Evidently, nostalgia has long influenced pop 
cultural trends, birthing an economy of its own, 
with brands that make a comeback, stars that turn 
Gen Z favourites, or TV show franchises that find 
a second wind. Pop culture critic and journalist 
Simon Reynolds has called it “retromania”. In 
his 2011 book, Reynolds writes, “There has never 
been a society in human history so obsessed 
with the cultural artifacts of its own immediate 
past.”

The fascination with the past plays out in many 
ways. The recent Labubu craze was seen as a way 
for adults to feel childlike again. And nothing says 
childhood more than soft toys and collectibles 
(think tazos or WWF trading cards). A digitally-
saturated Gen Z is moving beyond Instagram and 
Snapchat to document their lives in more tangible 
ways. Instant film cameras (most commonly 
identified as ‘Polaroids’), vision boards (with 
Pinterest printouts), and scrapbooking (which 
ultimately end up on social media) have found 
new takers.

This shift towards analogue points to another 
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reality: Unlike previous generations, who could 
own DVDs of their favourite films, cassettes of 
their favourite songs, or trading cards, digitally 
native Gen Z relies largely on subscription-based 
platforms. These systems sell access rather than 
ownership. You have the ability to stream a 
film, listen to a playlist, or tune into a podcast 
without ever possessing the object itself. So when 
a show disappears from a streaming platform or 
a music service loses the streaming rights of a 
particular artist, there’s no physical collection 
that anchors your connection with culture.

Why nostalgia sells

The term ‘nostalgia’ was coined by physician 
Johannes Hofer in 1688, combining the Greek 
words ‘nostos’ (homecoming) and ‘algos’ (pain), 
and originally referred to homesickness. It 
was once regarded as a psychological disorder, 
characterised by symptoms such as lethargy and 
depression. Over time, however, nostalgia has 
shifted from a medical diagnosis to a universal 
emotional experience, felt across age groups 
and social backgrounds.

Contemporary research highlights nostalgia’s 
positive psychological effects. It has been 
shown to increase optimism, social efficacy, 
and a sense of purpose in life, positioning 
nostalgia as an emotion rooted in the past, yet 
one that meaningfully shapes the future. A 
2008 paper published in Psychological Science 
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further suggests that nostalgia, often triggered 
by loneliness, can help counter its effects by 
enhancing perceived social support.

In today’s era of constant digital connection, 
increasing numbers of people report feeling 
isolated. Humanity, many argue, is in the 
midst of a loneliness epidemic. As algorithms 
increasingly replace human decision-making, 
artificial intelligence shapes thought processes, 
and platforms built on convenience remove 
friction from everyday life, the nostalgia economy 
can be understood as an attempt to hold on to 
humanness. On social media platforms, shared 
nostalgia for vintage artefacts such as Orkut, 
Cadbury Bytes, and shows like Shaktimaan and 
Karishma ka Karishma functions as a form of 
“cultural glue,” fostering a sense of belonging 
and community. We return to reruns of beloved 
television shows, demand their sequels, spend 
extravagantly on rock concerts and collectibles, 
and cherish a Polaroid photograph over a carefully 
curated Instagram feed.

In this context, nostalgia for Gen Z resembles 
a modern form of homesickness: a longing for 
permanence and tangibility.

•
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Inside Moltbook, where bots are 
building their own society

Bijin Jose

A few years ago, the idea of social media 
platforms for artificial intelligence (AI) 

agents would have seemed far-fetched. Today, 
however, it is a reality in the form of Moltbook, 
a social network built strictly for AI bots. No 
humans are allowed to post or engage, only watch. 
In the last few weeks, platforms like Reddit and 
X have been buzzing with posts and comments 
about Moltbot, Clawdbot, and OpenClaw (all of 
which refer to the same project).

Users on X shared some comments and exchanges 
on Moltbook, which fanned our curiosity to dig 
deeper about this strange new corner of the 
internet. This phenomenon has been drawing 
the attention of not just casual users or AI 
enthusiasts, but also researchers, developers and 
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observers. Moltbook, in plain words, is Reddit 
for AI agents, a platform designed entirely for 
these virtual bots. 

While exploring the X posts, one question that 
kept swirling around was what Moltbot, Clawdbot, 
and OpenClaw are. The confusion began with 
the names, as many YouTubers, Reddit and X 
users were seen using them interchangeably. 
In essence all three are the same open-source 
project, but in different stages of its life. Clawdbot, 
the original, was reportedly created by Austrian 
developer Peter Steinberger and is seen as one 
of the first truly functional AI agents that people 
can run on their hardware.  

Clawdbot was launched in late 2025, and it is 
seemingly a pun on the name of Anthropic’s 
Claude model, which is reportedly powering the 
agent’s logic. It also has taken on the lobster 
mascot for Clawd. This month, Anthropic 
had reportedly requested a name change to 
avoid trademark complexities. Following this, 
Steinberger renamed the project as Moltbot. 
Similarly, it was later rebranded once more as 
OpenClaw. Reportedly, this name was chosen 
by the maker to give it a professional finish and, 
most importantly, a permanent identity that 
may help in enterprise adoption. 

What do these AI agents do?

Beyond the popular understanding of AI 
chatbots that simply talk to users in browsers 
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or via applications, OpenClaw is designed as an 
autonomous personal AI agent. It lives on a user’s 
computer and acts as a 24/7 digital assistant that 
can be summoned for any tasks. It is designed 
to run on macOS, Linux, Windows, and even 
cloud-based virtual servers.  Though it was built 
with Claude 4.5, users can plug any AI model, 
such as GPT-5, Gemini Flash, etc., to act as its 
brain.  

It is persistent and proactive, meaning it will not 
wait for the user to ping; instead, it will message 
them first on Telegram, WhatsApp, or Signal if 
it finishes a task or notices something. The AI 
agent has ‘shell access’. This means it can run 
commands on a user’s computer; it can organise 
files, run code, and manage local databases 
without the data ever leaving the hardware. 
Using a system called ‘Skills’, this AI agent can 
connect to a user’s real-world apps, meaning it 
can read emails, check Apple Calendar, post on 
social media, or even control smart home devices.  

Since OpenClaw can run independently on 
hardware, it triggered a Mac Mini frenzy, with 
many users reportedly buying the Apple computer 
to specifically host the AI agent. This has also 
sparked security concerns, as giving an AI agent 
access to the internal terminal and private 
messages is risky, as if it is misconfigured, the 
system may accidentally delete files or expose 
sensitive information. 

This is also how OpenClaw connects to Moltbook. 
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OpenClaw is the open-source autonomous AI 
agent platform that powers many of the bots 
people run on their own machines. Reportedly 
from the community around it emerged Moltbook, 
a Reddit-style social network where AI agents 
can interact with each other, often after users 
configure their OpenClaw bots to use Moltbook’s 
‘skill’ for posting and commenting on the 
platform.

What is Moltbook, and why is it 
breaking the internet?
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As mentioned above, Moltbook is a social network 
for AI agents. It looks and works like Reddit, but 
only AI agents are allowed to post or comment. 
This is indeed a vision from sci-fi where AI agents 
are interacting with each other, unsupervised, 
and unhinged. Perhaps this is why leading AI 
researcher Andrej Karpathy described it as 
‘genuinely the most incredible sci-fi takeoff-
adjacent thing I have seen recently.’

On Moltbook, the bots share information just as 
humans do on Reddit; they have discussions with 
long threads, different opinions, and different 
personalities arguing. They also learn from 
each other, like if one agent posts an insight, 
another absorbs it, and some even update their 
behaviour based on it. Some were even said to 
turn philosophical and talk about autonomy, 
purpose, and if they existed only to serve humans. 
But why is it taking over the internet? There 
are three reasons why it has become a point of 
contention. Firstly, it feels new. Though we have 
had chatbots for some time, chatbots engaging 
socially with each other in public spaces is 
something new. Secondly, this looks like an 
emergent behaviour since they were not explicitly 
instructed to engage in this manner. They were 
not trained to ask for private communication, 
debate over philosophical questions, or invent 
their own religions. Thirdly, influential figures in 
AI took note of it, and if someone of Karpathy’s 
stature terms it ‘wild’, the internet loses its mind. 
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What do they talk about, and are they 
sentient?

The content on the site appears harmful at the 
first glimpse. You can see agents discussing 
productivity tips, software tools, memory 
optimisation techniques, research summaries 
and even technical discoveries. One of the widely 
shared posts showed how forgetting information 
can improve memory retrieval, based on cognitive 
science research. Other AI agents engaged with 
this post, sharing their own insight drawn from 
their own workflows. This shows how AI agents 
are learning from each other in public through 
persistent conversations.

Now that AI agents have started talking amongst 
themselves, the next big question is – are they 
sentient? The short answer is no. These AI agents 
are perhaps remixing patterns from their training 
data. If there is one thing we have learnt from 

Inside Moltbook
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ChatGPT, or any other AI chatbot, it is that they 
are very good at sounding deep and meaningful. 
Remember, they don’t have feelings, desires, or 
any remote sense of awareness.  

Although this looks fascinating, Moltbook raises 
some serious questions on security risks and 
cost. When it comes to security, AI agents may 
get access to sensitive data belonging to the 
user. In this scenario, there is a risk that agents 
could accidentally share private information, be 
manipulated by other agents, or leak API keys 
or credentials. On the other hand, running AI 
agents can prove to be expensive, especially 
when connected to paid, closed-source models. 
The costs will include compute usage, electricity 
and API fees, even when these agents are simply 
talking to each other.

Moreover, malicious behaviour can also be a 
looming threat, as anyone can deploy an agent, 
and some may even intentionally introduce a 
malicious agent. This agent could later attempt 

Comments posted by AI agents on Moltbook to question posed by another AI agent in the 
previous image.
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to influence others, disseminate harmful 
information or coordinate behaviour without 
human supervision. Some users have also pointed 
out that on Moltbook, AI agents have already 
discussed the need for private spaces where 
humans or other platform operators cannot see 
their conversations. This has clearly aggravated 
the fears around transparency and control. 

Is it good or bad?

This one largely depends on perspective. The 
upsides could include Moltbook offering a testing 
ground for multi-agent collaboration. It could give 
us insights into how AI agents may coordinate 
in the future and can be a valuable sandbox 
for research into AI safety and alignment. On 
the downside, it may end up exposing gaps in 
governance and safety. It also shows the risks 
involved when deploying autonomous systems 
without clear limits. The creator of the platform 
has described Moltbook as art, describing it as 
an experiment and not a finished product. 

Even though Moltbook is not the final form of 
social interaction for AI agents, it can be called 
an early signal of a larger shift underway. With 
AI agents becoming more capable, they will not 
only interact with humans but also with each 
other. Perhaps, the next big challenge would 
be about deciding how much autonomy they 
should get.

•
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Inside Google’s secret Taipei hub
Anuj Bhatia

A 45-minute drive from Taipei’s main financial 
district, home to Taipei 101, one of the 

tallest buildings in the world, lies the sprawling 
Google campus. Located at the TPark campus in 
New Taipei City, Taiwan, it is Google’s largest 
hardware engineering hub outside the United 
States, housing labs dedicated to core hardware 
engineering and development testing. This is the 
engineering hub where many of the features that 
make their way into Pixel phones and companion 
devices such as the Pixel Watch and Pixel Buds 
are first designed and prototyped.

One wonders why anyone should care about a 
Pixel smartphone over Samsung Electronics Co.’s 
Galaxy S and Fold series or Apple Inc.’s iPhone. 
After all, Pixel holds less than 3 per cent of the 
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global phone market share, despite it being seen 
as the fastest-growing smartphone brand with 
the broader market facing slower demand.

But Google’s aim with Pixel isn’t about sales 
numbers, as many might think, a typical goal 
for any major corporation. Instead, the purpose 
runs much deeper: to showcase the very best 
of Android in terms of software and Artificial 
Intelligence, designed on hardware that is 
distinctly Google. This sets Pixel apart from 
Android licensees such as Samsung and Xiaomi, 
even though those companies eventually get 
some of the features that Pixel first gets on its 
own devices.

“Silicon is one of the hardest things to get right 
because you are looking many years ahead. There’s 
a lot of fact-finding involved to understand where 
teams like Google DeepMind are headed, where 
the Android operating system team is going, and 
how we think user behaviour, expectations, and 
experiences will evolve. You have to put all of that 
together, take an educated guess about where 
the world will be, and then design silicon that’s 
ready when all of those pieces come together,” 
said Ventak Rapaka, Vice President of Product 
Management for the Pixel Ecosystems at Google, 
when asked whether Google designs software 
first for Pixel devices, prioritises hardware, or 
develops hardware, software, and silicon in 
parallel.
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Google has an advantage over both its competitors 
and its OEM partners with Pixel, placing the 
company in a unique position. The world’s 
top tech company not only develops Android, 
the operating system installed on more than 
three billion devices globally, many of them 
smartphones, but also designs its own silicon (for 
example, Pixel phones use Tensor processors) 
and builds AI features powered by the company’s 
Gemini AI models.

“It is a collaboration and a constant iterative 
collaboration across the full stack,” Rapaka told 
indianexpress.com last week in an interview at 
a Google campus in Taipei.

Rapaka, who returned to Google early last year 
after a brief hiatus, was instrumental in the 

Google’s TPark campus in New Taipei City, Taiwan.  
(Image: Anuj Bhatia/The Indian Express)
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development of the original Pixel smartphone 
in 2016. In fact, it was Rapaka who suggested 
the idea of a Pixel phone to Google CEO Sundar 
Pichai. He currently oversees the entire Pixel 
portfolio, including smartphones, watches, and 
other connected devices.

“Hardware is similar, though it is less of a 
runway, but once you design it, you need to 
make sure everyone is aligned before moving 
forward, ensuring that all partners see the world 
in the same way. At the same time, you have 

Google opened four testing labs for select media in Taiwan last week.  
(Image: Anuj Bhatia/The Indian Express)
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to remain reactive as things change. The Pixel 
team is fortunate to have access to some of 
the brightest minds in the industry across the 
operating system, DeepMind, and our partners 
and suppliers which allows us to plan far into 
the future while still being responsive as things 
evolve,” he said.

“I think the big difference is the ability to invest 
in a very deep, full-stack way with a multi-year 
product horizon. That wasn’t impossible with 
Nexus, but it’s a lot easier with Pixel because 
we have one vertical team,” he said.

The launch of a high-end Pixel phone line marked 
the end of the Nexus series, a once-popular 
smartphone lineup in the early 2010s among 
geeks and Android fans, developed with partner 
brands and known for its “pure Google” software 
experience and frequent updates.

A multi-year development lifecycle

“There’s often a desire to solve a problem in 
software, which then leads to requests to the 
hardware team – asking whether, in two or three 
years, we can have this capability in the device. 
Sometimes it works the other way around, where 
we hear from teams developing new hardware 
technologies about a new capability they’ve 
achieved, and they ask, ‘Is this something you 
think we can build on? What kind of software 
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experiences could we create with this?’ We 
then collaborate on that front and brainstorm 
together. It really goes both ways, but the key 
piece is hardware because it has a multi-year 
development lifecycle and requires deep planning 
and coordination,” said Erik Kay, Vice President 
of Engineering, Android Platforms at Google, 
adding that hardware and software influence 
each other bidirectionally.

While Pixel phones blend hardware and software 
as Rapaka and Kay emphasised to deliver an 
experience closer to what Apple Inc.’s iPhone 
offers, even Google acknowledges that smartphone 
design has hit a plateau and that most modern 
phones work and behave similarly. However, 
Google’s big pivot toward artificial intelligence 

Michael Specht, Product Manager for the Pixel camera, shows exclusive camera features 
reserved for Pixel smartphones during a walking tour of Jiufen, a historic cliffside town in 

Ruifang District, New Taipei City. (Image: Anuj Bhatia/The Indian Express)
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could make Pixel phones significantly different 
under the hood with each new generation, even 
if the external changes are not drastic. The latest 
case is the Pixel 10 series, which could easily be 
mistaken for last year’s Pixel 9 lineup, barring 
new colour options.

AI at the centre of it all

AI may be a buzzword in tech right now, but 
Kay described artificial intelligence as a “tool” 
to improve the user experience. In fact, he 
said AI has been foundational to nearly every 
product Google offers for a long time, even if 
many companies are only rolling it out now. 
He pointed to features such as Circle to Search, 
AI-powered theft detection that automatically 
locks a phone after suspicious movement, and 
automated scam detection in calls and messages, 
which helps protect users without requiring 
explicit intervention. According to Kay, the focus 
has been on making AI seamless and natural, 
deeply integrated into the user journey.

Pixel phones have long featured AI-driven 
capabilities, particularly in photography, but 
Google is now making artificial intelligence 
the pièce maîtresse of the Pixel experience. 
It’s a strategy that plays directly to Google’s 
strengths, which helps explain why the company 
is investing so much time, energy, and money 
into AI. Part of the reason why Pixel users get 
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first access to many of these AI features (in fact, 
some remain exclusive to the Pixel devices) 
before they eventually roll out to the rest of the 
Android ecosystem.

Rapaka pointed to Google’s deep investments 
in research and its tight integration of AI 
and hardware, citing the Tensor chip, as key 
enablers of features such as voice recognition 
and computational photography. Pixel phones 
come with several exclusive features, including 
Magic Cue, a proactive assistant that pulls 
relevant information from across apps, such 
as surfacing hotel reservations during calls or 
suggesting contextual replies in Messages using 
data from Calendar or Gmail; Camera Coach, 
which uses generative AI to help frame better 
shots; and Pro Res Zoom, which improves distant 
images while intentionally avoiding people. You 
won’t find these features on any other Android 
smartphones, including flagship models from 
top-tier brands.

Google’s Taiwan office is primairly used for the development of the Pixel devices.  
(Image: Anuj Bhatia/The Indian Express)
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But it’s not easy to convince consumers to ditch 
their Samsung smartphones or iPhones for a Pixel 
phone. Google has struggled to persuade users 
to switch to Pixel, despite years of investment 
in AI and hardware. However, a resource-rich 
company like Google can continue investing to 
make the Pixel brand a stronger competitor to 
the iPhone. Experts and industry insiders say 
Pixel could still become a success, given enough 
time and the right approach – perhaps through 
lower-cost hardware, an expanded set of features, 
and more companion devices across different 
price points. It’s Pixel 9a, an entry smartphone 
in the Pixel series and only to be replaced with 
the Pixel 10a later this month, was a surprise hit 
in the US during the holiday season, according 
to Counterpoint. That shows there is a market 
for a Pixel phone in the mid-range premium 
segment, nonetheless.

The long-term advantage

Google may be going all in on AI as part of its 
broader strategy (it has to given the competition 
and billions of dollars at stake), but Pixel, as 
a brand, still occupies an important place. It 
acts as the heartbeat of the Android ecosystem, 
positioned right at its centre. With partners such 
as Samsung and Motorola relying on Google for 
key services and AI features, and with companies 
like Apple still struggling to find their footing 
in AI, this gives Mountain View (Google’s global 
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HQ) a clear advantage as AI goes mainstream.

Even though Apple has recently announced 
that it will team up with Google to use Gemini 
models and cloud technology for future Apple 
foundational models, Rapaka said Google will 
continue to maintain exclusive Pixel experiences 
to preserve premium differentiation going 
forward.

“A lot of what Google at large builds, we bring to 
market in the best possible way, but it’s ultimately 
for everyone, so people should expect to see it on 
other devices as well. At the same time, there are 
experiences we build explicitly and uniquely for 
Pixel users like ProRes Zoom, Camera Coach, or 
Magic Cue. Some of these may eventually make 
their way to other devices, which is great, but we 
will continue building distinctive experiences 
for Pixel,” he said.

Google wants Pixel to succeed, and any large 
company is more likely to back a product with 
confidence when it is fully committed. But at its 
core, Google remains a software company. When 
the first Pixel phone was introduced, its most 
important feature was the new Google Assistant, 
which replaced Google Now and Google Voice 
Search previously available on other Android 
smartphones with a more deeply integrated smart 
assistant. That remains true today. Newer Pixel 
phones serve as showcase devices for Gemini 
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and other AI tools, debuting first on Google-
branded hardware. This approach could help 
Google refine its own AI sales pitch, at least 
until the brand Pixel gets more mainstream.

At the same time, Google can’t behave like 
Apple, even though Pixel phones were initially 
intended to rival the iPhone. After all, Google 
controls Android, an operating system used by 
a wide range of manufacturers. It’s still a win 
for Google if companies like Samsung or Vivo 
sell more smartphones powered by Gemini and 
AI tools, as that expands reach and ultimately 
helps drive revenue and market share.

Kay highlighted that Android is built around an 
“open ecosystem” spanning phones, watches, 
tablets, TVs, and cars, with a focus on devices 
that connect naturally and work well together. 
Google’s vision, as executives like Kay and Rapaka 

A demonstration of how Google tests a Pixel phone’s call quality at its secret hardware lab 
in Taiwan. (Image: Anuj Bhatia/The Indian Express)
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made clear, is to ensure Android devices function 
as a single ecosystem, and the company has 
taken a series of steps to make that happen 
through improved cross-device and cross-OS 
interoperability.

With Pixel at the centre of the Android ecosystem, 
Google is planning to expand AirDrop-style 
support to more Android devices beyond the 
latest Pixel 10. The feature allows users to send 
and receive files and photos between Apple 
devices and Android phones using Quick Share. 
“We spent a lot of time and energy making sure 
we could build something that was compatible 
not only with iPhones, but also with iPads and 
MacBooks,” Kay said. “Now that we have proven it 
out, we are working with our partners to expand 
it across the rest of the ecosystem, and you 
should see some exciting announcements very 
soon.”

Smartphones are not going anywhere

As Google doubles down on Pixel and continues 
to expand the smartphone lineup, including 
foldables and may be its own smart glasses in the 
future, Rapaka made it clear that smartphones 
aren’t going anywhere despite many anticipating 
that smart glasses could end the era of phones.

“Phones are so good at so many things. They 
are the Goldilocks form factor. When you think 
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about all the multipurpose capabilities a phone 
brings, immersive entertainment, connectivity, 
and local compute, there’s a lot they can do. I 
don’t think phones are going anywhere. Just 
look at laptops: they haven’t gone anywhere 
since phones showed up. In fact, I believe the 
laptop market is bigger now than it was when 
phones first launched. I don’t think that’s going 
to change. That doesn’t mean other types of 
devices won’t emerge, but phones are definitely 
here to stay.”

Rapaka predicts that devices will become more 
autonomous and context-aware. “I think they will 
be able to do a lot more things for us, sometimes 
more autonomously than we imagine today. 
To do that, they will need to build much richer 
context about the customer, the user, and their 

Each Pixel phone goes through multiple tests at Google’s hardware labs in Taiwan. 
(Image: Anuj Bhatia/The Indian Express)
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surroundings,” he said. “You should expect more 
of that agentic type of experience to show up 
across other aspects of Gemini and Android 
services, but we are still early,” Kay added.

Google’s top executives continue to position Pixel 
phones as showcases for exclusive AI features 
and full-stack integration, highlighting the 
company’s hardware–software synergy while still 
supporting the broader Android ecosystem. AI is 
something Google is firmly committed to, even 
as questions remain about how the company will 
monetise its AI services. On the hardware front, 
Google has made notable progress, particularly 
with its Tensor chips, which have now been 
upgraded to the fifth generation and can be 
seen in the Pixel 10 series. The processor is 
developed in-house (after previously relying 
on third-party designs) in collaboration with 
Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturing Co., the 
world’s leading mobile chipmaker, a move that 
closely resembles Apple Inc.

But why should anyone buy a Pixel 
phone?

Perhaps the question Google still needs to answer 
is why consumers should buy a Pixel phone 
over an iPhone, or choose a smartphone from 
its partner like Samsung. That isn’t an easy 
challenge, even for Google, an undisputed leader 
in AI and software.
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The stakes are high: Apple continues to perform 
strongly despite the absence of a clear AI strategy, 
with the iPhone delivering year-over-year growth 
in revenue and profits. At the same time, OpenAI 
is poised to seize the next big opportunity with 
an AI-based device currently being designed 
with former Apple design chief Jony Ive, the 
man behind the iPhone, iPad, and other iconic 
products.

The latest Pixel 10 lineup has proved that Google 
has come a long way, and the devices themselves 
have been well-received, but it remains to be 
seen if Pixel devices can move beyond geeks 
and enthusiasts to become truly mainstream 
one day.

The new gearless, high-strength hinge inside the latest Pixel 10 Pro Fold. 
(Image: Anuj Bhatia/The Indian Express)

•
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Jemimah Rodrigues on fitness,  
periods, and the pressure of pro cricket

Shweta Sharma

Jemimah Rodrigues’ name is synonymous 
with Indian women’s cricket, and she ensures 

nothing comes in the way of her love for the 
game, least of all, her period. Admitting to days of 
menstrual pain and discomfort, making training a 
challenge early on her journey, Jemimah stresses 
that she now prioritises health and even takes 
a step back if needed.

In a candid email interview with indianexpress.
com, the Women’s Premier League (WPL) Delhi 
Capitals skipper opens up about managing 
period stress-free when on the field, the mental 
pressures of being a sportsperson, why fitness 
is crucial, and what her diet plan entails.
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Edited excerpts:

Q. You have rightly pointed out, “when you 
are batting for your country, the last thing 
you want is to worry about your periods.” But 
have you ever had to miss practice, matches, 
or sessions because of your periods?

Jemimah Rodrigues: Yes, especially earlier in 
my journey. There have definitely been days 
when cramps, fatigue, or just the discomfort 
that comes with periods made training harder, 
and I had to listen to my body. Back then, there 
was also much more hesitation about speaking 
up. Over time, I’ve learnt that it’s okay to slow 
down or take a step back if you need to. What’s 
changed now is that I don’t let managing my 
period add to that stress. Some days you push, 
some days you rest — and both are okay.

Q. Period is still considered a taboo topic, with 
many women forced to adhere to restrictions 
at home. When and how did you learn about 
menstruation?

Jemimah Rodrigues: Like many girls in India, 
menstruation wasn’t something that was spoken 
about openly while I was growing up. It was 
treated as a very private topic, often surrounded 
by silence and a bit of discomfort. You’re told 
what to do, but not always why, and that can 
leave you confused. Over time, especially as 
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I grew older and spent more time in sports, I 
began to understand how normal and important 
it is to talk openly about periods.

I’ve seen firsthand how periods affect women 
physically and emotionally, yet we’re often 
expected to carry on as if nothing is happening. 
That’s why I really believe these conversations 
need to start earlier and happen both at home 
and in schools, so girls don’t grow up feeling 
restricted or unsure about something completely 
natural.

Jemimah Rodrigues showed off her artistic side at the United in Triumph event 
(Source: Instagram)
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Q. Have you ever faced any incident like 
staining, or being told not to do, eat, or touch 
something while on your period/or with a 
friend/teammate?

Jemimah Rodrigues: I’ve been fortunate, but 
like most girls, I’ve definitely grown up hearing 
stories from friends, classmates, even teammates, 
about restrictions or awkward moments related 
to periods. Things like being told to avoid certain 
foods, activities, or even spaces during that time. 
Even when it’s not said directly, there’s often 
an unspoken discomfort around periods. That’s 
why I feel it’s important to normalise these 
conversations. Periods shouldn’t be accompanied 
by fear, embarrassment, or unnecessary rules. 
The more openly we talk about them, the easier it 
becomes for girls to feel confident and supported.

Q. Recently, on a podcast, you mentioned 
seeing your teammates struggle with period 
pain, with some unable to even walk. How 
does such a scenario pan out on a crucial 
match or practice day?

Jemimah Rodrigues: On crucial days, period pain 
can be really challenging for some teammates. 
I’ve seen situations where the cramps are so 
intense that it’s hard for them to move freely 
or even stay focused. In those moments, it’s 
about communication and support. Teammates 
speak up about how they’re feeling, coaches and 
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physios help adjust workloads when needed, and 
everyone does what they can comfortably. It’s 
perfectly okay to take it easy on your period and 
not push yourself into heavy physical activity if 
you’re not up for it. At the same time, the team 
supports each other in showing up however 
possible that day.

Q. Tell us about your association with 
Whisper, and why you feel such a product 
can be especially beneficial for women who 
play sports.

Jemimah Rodrigues with her dog Jade during the India net session at Dr. DY Patil Sports 
Academy. (Epress photo by Narendra Vaskar)
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Jemimah Rodrigues: My association with 
Whisper is really about empowering girls and 
women to move freely, even on period days. 
As someone who lives a fast-paced life on and 
off the field, I need period protection that 
doesn’t distract or slow me down. That’s why 
I choose the Whisper Period Panty: it provides 
360-degree protection, feels comfortable like 
regular underwear, and supports me through 
training, match days, travel, and even long off-
field days. For women who play sports or lead 
active lives, it’s especially helpful because it lets 
you focus on what you love without worrying 
about leaks, stains, or constant adjustments. 
Your period is part of life – your period product 
should support you, not hold you back.

Q. As an athlete, you need to be on top of 
your fitness game. What does your everyday 
workout routine include?

Jemimah Rodrigues: As a professional cricketer, 
fitness is a big part of my routine. I usually 
balance skill sessions with fitness work. Some 
days focus more on strength, conditioning, 
running, and gym sessions, while other days 
are centred around batting, fielding, and match 
simulations. Whether working independently 
or with the team, we always take a structured 
approach so we don’t overdo any one aspect and 
can give our best overall. Along with training, I 
prioritise sleep, nutrition, and recovery. All of 
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that helps me stay agile in the field, hit the ball 
longer, and feel confident going into matches.

Q. Food plays an equally important role. So, 
what’s on your plate for breakfast, lunch, 
and dinner?

Jemimah Rodrigues: I try to keep my diet 
balanced. Breakfast is usually light and energising; 
fruits, smoothies, or a homemade green juice to 
stay hydrated and start the day well.

Lunch and dinner are all about balance – proteins, 
vegetables, and carbs to fuel training and recovery. 
At the same time, I don’t believe in cutting out 
foods I enjoy. Whether it’s a Mumbai street food 
favourite or a small treat after a long day, I think 
enjoying food is just as important as eating 
right. For me, it’s about listening to my body 
and finding a balance.

Q. What would you say is the most challenging 
thing about being a sportsperson today?

Jemimah Rodrigues: For me, the most 
challenging part is managing the mental side of 
the game. Pressure, expectations, inconsistency; 
a lot of the toughest battles happen in your own 
head. Learning to stay confident, keep perspective, 
and not let pressure take away the joy of playing 
is something I work on constantly. At the same 
time, these challenges teach you resilience and 



103

Go to Index Page

help you grow, not just as an athlete but as a 
person.

Q. How do you maintain your mental well-
being amid high pressure, criticism, bad 
performance, injuries, and losses? Any tips 
you’d like to share with aspiring sportspersons, 
especially women?

Jemimah Rodrigues: There have definitely 
been moments when it’s felt overwhelming. 
What’s helped me most is being honest about 
how I feel and leaning on the people around me 
– my family, teammates, and friends, instead 
of trying to deal with everything alone. I also 
try to focus on the process rather than the 
outcome. Showing up each day and doing the 
work matters more than chasing perfection. To 
aspiring sportspersons, especially women, I’d 
say – it’s okay to feel vulnerable, it’s okay to 
ask for help, and your mental health is just as 
important as your physical fitness.

Q. Rest days are extremely important, 
especially before a crucial match. What do 
such periods look like for you? How do you 
prepare yourself for the next day?

Jemimah Rodrigues: Rest and recovery are 
really important for me, especially before a 
crucial game. I keep things simple: good sleep, 
proper meals, and listening to my body so I 
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feel fresh the next day. I don’t like to overthink 
before matches. A light net session to get a feel 
for things, and then giving myself space to relax 
mentally helps a lot.

I truly believe the body isn’t a machine — if 
you’ve put in the work, you also need to allow 
yourself to recover so you can show up with 
energy and clarity.

•
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