
GOT A SCIENCE QUERY, A  
STORY OR A NERDY JOKE?  
WRITE TO US AT 
xplore.science@newindianexpress.com

newindianexpress com12 THRISSUR WEDNESDAY 17�06�2026

 A few people grind their teeth while sleeping, a condition known as sleep bruxism, often without realising itBRAIN CANDY
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Do crows recognise human faces?

T 
HAT crow staring at you may actually recognise your face. 
Research has shown that crows can identify individual 
humans and remember them for years. In a well-known 
University of Washington study, researchers captured crows 

while wearing specific masks. The birds later reacted 
aggressively to those same masks but ignored others. 
Remarkably, they continued responding to the “dangerous” 
faces even seven years later. Younger crows that had never 
experienced the capture also joined in, suggesting the birds can 
share information about threats. 

1 When you eat ice 
cream or drink 

something very cold too 
quickly, the temperature 
of the roof of your 

mouth drops suddenly

2 This cools 
nearby blood 

vessels and 
nerves, 
particularly 

those connected 
to the trigeminal 

nerve, one of the 
major nerves 

responsible for facial 
sensation

3 In response, blood 
vessels rapidly 

constrict and then 

expand, triggering  
pain signals

4 Your brain 
mistakenly 

interprets these signals 
as coming from your 
forehead, creating the 
sharp headache known 
as brain freeze

5 Scientists call this 
phenomenon 

sphenopalatine 
ganglioneuralgia

6 The pain usually 
lasts only a few 

seconds to a couple of 
minutes before blood 
flow and temperature 
return to normal

WHAT’S REALLY HAPPENING

BRAIN FREEZE 
HAPPENS  

IN YOUR BRAIN

THINK AGAIN

An electrical 
impulse 

along the 
nerve cell

A chemical 
message across 

the gaps  
between  

cells

BRAIN  
RECEIVES AND 

PROCESSES 
SIGNALS IN TWO 

MAIN STEPS

THE FACT
Brain freeze is not 

caused by your brain 
getting cold. Rapid 

temperature changes 
in the roof of your 

mouth trigger it

Y
OU open Instagram to 
check one notification. 
Twenty minutes later, you 
emerge slightly dazed, 
unsure what you actually 

consumed. Sound familiar? 
For millions of  Indians, this is 
not simply a bad habit. It is the 
result of  how the brain re-
sponds to rewards, attention 
and uncertainty.

India’s digital exposure is 
now among the highest in the 
world. Internet subscribers 
crossed 1.02 billion by Decem-
ber 2025, according to TRAI. 
Indians collectively spent 1.1 
trillion hours on smartphones 
in 2024, averaging five hours a 
day on mobile apps, with near-
ly 70% of  that time devoted to 
social media, gaming and vid-
eo, according to the FICCI-EY 
entertainment report. The 
Economic Survey 2025-26 has 
gone a step further, 
formally identi-
fying digital ad-
diction as a 
public health 
concern, par-
ticularly among 
young people.

At the centre of  the issue is 
the brain’s reward system, in 
which dopamine plays a key 
role. Social media platforms 
are designed around variable 
rewards: a like, a comment, a 
share, a new video. Each un-
predictable interaction acti-
vates reward circuitry that en-
courages users to keep 
scrolling. Infinite feeds remove 
natural stopping points, ensur-
ing the brain rarely receives a 
signal to disengage.

“Excessive and problematic 
use of  technology has been 
recognised as a major public 
health problem,” said Dr Yatan 
Pal Singh Balhara of  AIIMS 
Delhi, who leads India’s first 
Centre for Advanced Research 
on Addictive Behaviours.

The effects extend beyond 
screen time. Research shows 
that even a silent smartphone 
sitting on a desk can drain at-
tention. Higher screen use has 
also been linked to greater lev-
els of  depression, anxiety, 
stress and low self-esteem 
among young people.

Social media doesn’t just 
consume time; it competes for 
attention, disrupts sleep and 
reshapes how we think.

—  Shabeel MT, Mavoor, Calicut

SCROLL, SWIPE, SUFFER

What 
scrolling does 
to your brain

T H I N K  I T  T H R O U G H  

   What principle forbids the creation 
of an exact copy of an arbitrary 
unknown quantum state? (2, 7, 7)

   What mechanism explains how 
fundamental particles acquire mass 
through interaction with a pervasive 
field? (5, 9)

  Which cult sci-fi film features a 
university professor who claims to have 
lived for over 14,000 years? (3, 3, 4, 5)

   Which series follows a government 
division investigating strange 
scientific phenomena? (6)

   Which evolutionary biologist 
developed the theory of 
endosymbiosis, explaining the origin 
of mitochondria? (4, 8)

    Which astronomer provided key 
evidence for dark matter through 
galaxy rotation studies? (4, 5)

Solve the following questions and 
send your answers to  
xplore.science@newindianexpress.com 
along with your name. The correct 
entries will receive a shout-out  
in the next edition.

DEC    DE

Answers to previous puzzle:  
Time Dilation, Jocelyn Bell, 
Tachyon, Hawking Radiation, 
Altered Carbon, Rosalind Franklin

Shoutout to the solvers: Sugandha Biswas, 
Parthasarathy Mandadi, Seira Rinu Thomas, 
Abigail Suzanne, U . Narayana, Deepak Arjun, 
Shrishty Surya

S C I E N C E  N E W S

The 68-quadrillion-mile 
network beneath us
Scientists have mapped a vast underground fungal 
network for the first time, revealing an estimated 110 
quadrillion kilometres of interconnected fungi. These 
networks help plants obtain nutrients, store carbon 
and regulate climate, moving roughly four billion 
tonnes of carbon dioxide into soils each year globally.

T A M R E E N  S U L T A N A  @ Hyderabad

W
HEN Ronaldo Laishram 
was growing up in Ma-
nipur, he often came 
across scientific dis-
coveries named after 
places far from home.

Years later, the astro-
physicist has helped place a piece 
of  Manipur on the cosmic map.

Leading an international team 
of  researchers using the James 
Webb Space Telescope (JWST) and 
the Subaru Telescope, Laishram 
studied the Loktak Protocluster, a 
giant assembly of  galax-
ies that existed when the 
universe was only 1.2 
billion years old. The ob-
servations offer evi-
dence that a galaxy’s en-
vironment was already 
influencing its evolution 
at this early stage of  cos-
mic history. 

Named after Loktak 
Lake, Manipur’s iconic 
freshwater lake, the pro-
tocluster provides as-
tronomers with a rare 
glimpse into how some 
of  the universe’s largest 
structures were taking 
shape in their infancy. 
Because its light has tak-
en about 12.6 billion 
years to reach Earth, as-
t ro n o m e r s  s e e  t h e  
system as it appeared 
when the universe was 
less than a tenth of  its present 
age.

Galaxies in a crowded 
neighbourhood

Galaxy clusters are among the 
largest structures in the universe. 
Their earliest stages are known as 
protoclusters, vast concentrations 

of  galaxies that later grow into the 
giant clusters seen today.

Using the Subaru Telescope’s 
Hyper Suprime-Cam, Laishram 
and his colleagues identified a 
massive protocluster dating back 
about 12.6 billion years. Follow-up 
observations with JWST allowed 
the team to examine its galaxies in 
unprecedented detail.

The findings, pub-
lished in The Astrophys-
ical Journal Letters, ad-
dress an important 
question in astronomy: 
when did a galaxy’s sur-
roundings begin shap-
ing how it evolved?

In the present-day 
universe, astronomers 
know that galaxies lo-
cated in dense environ-
ments often evolve dif-
ferently from those in 
more isolated regions. 
Large galaxy clusters 
can affect how quickly 
galaxies form stars, how 
they grow and even 
their overall shape. 

What has remained 
less clear is when these 
environmental influ-
ences first began oper-
ating. Observing galax-

ies in a protocluster provides a 
rare opportunity to examine these 
processes at a much earlier stage 
of  cosmic history, when the uni-
verse itself  was still relatively 
young.

“Our findings show that even at 
this early stage, the environment 
mattered,” Laishram says. “The 

galaxies within the protocluster 
were about 1.4 times larger than 
similar galaxies located in less 
dense regions. This pushes the 
timeline of  environmental influ-
ence further back than previously 
confirmed and will help scientists 
better understand the earliest 
stages of  galaxy formation and 
evolution.”

The team identified the struc-
ture by mapping young, star-form-
ing galaxies clustered in a region 
far denser than the cosmic 
average.

Comparisons between galaxies 
inside and outside the protoclus-
ter revealed a striking difference. 

Observations showed that gal-
axies within the dense protoclus-
ter had already built up larger, 
more extended stellar structures 
than comparable galaxies else-
where, suggesting their surround-
ings were influencing how they 
grew.

The findings suggest that envi-
ronmental effects were already in-
fluencing galaxy growth at a re-
markably early stage in cosmic 
history.

Why Loktak?
For Laishram, the discovery car-
ries a personal significance too. “I 
wanted to give this discovery a con-
nection to my home state of  Ma-
nipur,” he says. 
“As a child, I often saw discoveries 
named after places around the 
world and hoped that something 
from Manipur would one day be 
represented in our understanding 
of  the universe.

A PIECE OF MANIPUR
AMONG THE STARS 

DISCOVERED BY AN INTERNATIONAL TEAM LED BY 
ASTROPHYSICIST RONALDO LAISHRAM, THE STRUCTURE WAS 
NAMED AFTER LOKTAK LAKE IN MANIPUR, INDIA

As a child, I often saw 
discoveries named 

after places around 
the world and hoped 
that something from 

Manipur would one 
day be represented in 
our understanding of 
the universe. Naming 

this discovery  
after my home  
state was very  

meaningful to me


