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Intruduction

In 2024, brain rot was named Oxford’s Word of the Year, reflecting growing concerns about
cognitive decline linked to excessive digital content consumption. The term refers to “the
supposed deterioration of a person’s mental or intellectual state... as the result of
overconsumption of material (now particularly online content) considered to be trivial or
unchallenging” (Oxford University Press, 2024). This phenomenon is particularly
associated with younger generations whose frequent engagement with fragmented social
media content weakens attention spans, memory, and critical thinking (Kukreja et al., 2025,
1; Yousef et al., 2025, 2).

These cognitive impairments parallel digital dementia, a condition characterized by
declining memory, attention, and decision-making capacity due to prolonged screen
exposure (Ali et al., 2024, 3-5). To better understand this modern cognitive stagnation,
Avicenna’s four-stage intellectual framework—from ‘Adql Hayilant (potential intellect) to
‘Aql Mustafad (acquired intellect)}—offers a philosophical lens to examine how digital
overstimulation may obstruct intellectual growth and rational autonomy (Fazeli, 2019, 143~
144).

This study views brain rot as a contemporary cognitive crisis in which habitual exposure
to superficial content prevents the intellect from advancing beyond its latent potential. Such
stagnation, consistent with ‘Aql Hayilant, reflects a failure to actualize higher faculties like
independent reasoning ( ‘Aq/ Bi al-Fi ‘l) (Hennig, 2022, 185; Sina, 1985, 244-246). Beyond
its neurological or psychological dimensions, this issue also represents an epistemological
and philosophical challenge.

This study maps brain rot onto Avicenna’s hierarchy, evaluating it as a failure of
intellectual actualization. Integrating Avicenna’s model with recent research on brain rot
and digital dementia, it explores how digital overstimulation hinders intellectual
development. The hypothesis posits that brain rot reflects stagnation at ‘Aq! Hayilani, with
factors like digital addiction and information overload preventing activation of higher
faculties and leading to cognitive paralysis.

1. Literature Review

1-1. Conceptual Background of Brain Rot
Brain rot refers to the cognitive deterioration resulting from overconsumption of trivial,

unchallenging digital content, leading to declines in memory, attention, and reflective
thinking. Oxford University Press (2024) defines it as the “deterioration of a person’s
mental or intellectual state,” primarily caused by excessive exposure to shallow online
material. The term underscores the cognitive consequences of constant digital media use,
particularly through platforms like social media that promote easily digestible content
without engaging deeper cognitive faculties.

Henry David Thoreau, in Walden (1854), employed brain rot as a metaphor for
intellectual decay brought about by lives consumed with materialism and superficial
pursuits. Critiquing industrialized society’s erosion of deep thought, he wrote in Economy:
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To have his brain-rot and dry-rot, when he is half rotten ere he is ripe,
must be a curse, not a blessing. (Thoreau, 2006, 20)

Thoreau’s critique of intellectual passivity resonates with the digital age, where the passive
consumption of fragmented media fosters similar cognitive stagnation, particularly among
younger generations. His metaphor remains strikingly relevant today, offering enduring
insight into the dangers of intellectual shallowness.

In contemporary usage, brain rot serves as a metaphor for the cognitive stagnation linked
to excessive digital consumption. The term—defined by (Oxford University Press, 2024)—
reflects rising concerns about the intellectual costs of shallow online engagement. Its
popularity has surged in digital culture, especially on platforms like TikTok, where use of
the phrase rose 230% between 2023 and 2024. While not a formal medical diagnosis, brain
rot has become a widely recognized cultural symbol, expressing shared anxieties over the
mental toll of superficial digital media.

Ultimately, in the digital age, brain rot represents more than cognitive decline; it
symbolizes the loss of deeper intellectual engagement in a world of fragmented information.
Its growing prevalence highlights the urgent need for more mindful media consumption and
intentional cultivation of reflective thought, particularly among younger audiences
immersed in digital content.

1-2. Brain Rot in Academic Literature
Yousef et al., (2025, 2-3) describe brain rot as a neurocognitive disorder caused by

excessive digital consumption, marked by progressive executive dysfunction (memory,
attention, decision-making), mental fatigue, emotional desensitization, and dopamine-
driven reward system overstimulation. They recommend digital mindfulness, limiting
instant content, and engaging in offline activities (2025, 6)

Kukreja et al., (2025, 1-2) emphasize brain rot as both cognitive and emotional decline,
with mental fatigue, apathy, and anxiety stemming from passive digital media use. They call
for mental health interventions addressing digital addiction, depression, and anxiety,
framing brain rot as a significant social concern.

Ali et al., (2024, 3-5) link excessive digital device use to cognitive overload and digital
dementia, noting impaired memory, reflective thinking, and growing dependency on
external stimuli driven by dopamine-reward loops.

Together, these studies present brain rot as an interdisciplinary issue of cognitive,
emotional, and social decline due to excessive digital exposure, reinforcing the need for
further academic and clinical focus.

1-3. Comparing Brain Rot and Digital Dementia
The terms brain rot and digital dementia both describe the harmful cognitive effects of

excessive digital media use, particularly among younger generations. While both address
cognitive decline, they differ in origin, clinical framing, and academic focus. Brain rot is a
rhetorical term, popularized by digital culture and officially recognized by (Oxford
University Press, 2024). In contrast, digital dementia was introduced by neuroscientist
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Spitzer (2012) to describe clinically observable cognitive impairments from technology

overuse.

Table 1. Comparison Between Brain Rot and Digital Dementia

Aspect

Brain Rot

Digital Dementia

Sources

Definition

The deterioration of mental
or intellectual  capacity
caused by the
overconsumption of trivial
and shallow digital content.

A neurocognitive disorder
resembling dementia caused
by excessive use of digital
technologies.

Oxford University
Press (2024); Spitzer,
(2012, 32)

Clinical Status

Non-clinical; rhetorical and
cultural concept not
recognized as a medical
diagnosis.

Clinical;  studied  within
neurology and cognitive
neuroscience as a possible
disorder.

Kukreja et al., (2025,
2); Ali et al., (2024, 3—
5)

Origin of Term

Emerged from digital youth
culture and popular
discourse; declared Oxford
Word of the Year in 2024.

Coined by Manfred Spitzer
in 2012 in the context of
neuroscience and  child
development.

Oxford University
Press (2024); Spitzer,
(2012, 31)

paced digital entertainment
and social media platforms.

multitasking and long hours
of scree in time.

Academic Symbolic and discursive; | Neurocognitive and clinical; | Kukreja et al., (2025,

Focus emphasizes cultural critique | focuses on functional and | 1); Spitzer, (2012, 31);
of fast, passive content | structural brain changes due | Ali et al., (2024, 4)
consumption. to digital overload.

Primary Risk | Doomscrolling, social media | Early-age screen exposure, | Yousef et al., (2025, 2);

Factors addiction, short-form content | multitasking with multiple | Spitzer, (2012, 31); Ali
(e.g.,, TikTok, memes), | devices, technology | etal., (2024, 4-5)
superficial engagement. dependency.

Typical Mental fatigue, attention | Impaired short-term | Kukreja et al., (2025,

Symptoms fragmentation, emotional | memory, decreased | 1-2); Ali et al., (2024,
desensitization, reduced | concentration, disrupted | 3); Spitzer, (2012, 32)
critical reflection. executive functioning, poor

self-regulation.

Theoretical Cognitive overload, | Synaptic degradation, | Yousef et al., (2025, 3);

Basis dopamine-driven behavioral | neuroplasticity decline, | Spitzer, (2012, 32); Ali
loops, passive consumption | external memory | et al., (2024, 3-5)
theory. substitution.

Target Teenagers and young adults | Children, adolescents, and | Yousef et al., (2025, 4);

Population who are active users of fast- | adults exposed to chronic | Spitzer, (2012, 31-32);

Ali etal., (2024, 5)

Related Studies

Yousef et al. (2025); Kukreja
et al. (2025); Oxford
University Press (2024).

Ali et al. (2024); Spitzer
(2012).

+Purpose of the
Term

To raise public awareness of
mental degradation linked to
uncritical,  high-frequency
digital media use.

To identify and clinically
intervene in cognitive decline
caused by  technology
overuse, especially in young
populations.

Kukreja et al., (2025,
2); Spitzer, (2012, 31);
Ali etal., (2024, 4-5)
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1-4. Processual Mechanism of Brain Rot
Brain rot develops gradually through the accumulation of cognitive and neuropsychological

disruptions caused by excessive digital exposure. This degradation unfolds in four stages:

a. First Stage: Excessive Exposure to Digital Content
This stage involves high, compulsive digital consumption—doomscrolling, zombie

scrolling, and addiction to social media and light content. Such habits promote fast, shallow
information intake, weakening the brain’s capacity for reflective, sustained thinking
(Yousef et al., 2025, 2). Exposure to trivial content fragments attention and reduces
cognitive control (Ali et al., 2024, 3). Culturally, brain rot has come to represent cognitive
fatigue from unproductive digital interaction (Oxford University Press, 2024).

b. Second Stage: Mediating Factors
Here, mediating factors like information overload, sleep disturbance, anxiety, and

chronic stress magnify harm (Ali et al., 2024, 3-4). Reduced neuroplasticity, fueled by
sedentary lifestyles and lack of deep mental engagement, further worsens cognitive strain
(Ali et al., 2024, 5). Intellectual passivism emerges as individuals rely on digital media as
an external memory, disengaging critical thinking (Yousef et al., 2025, 6). Thoreau warned
of this decay in Walden, describing it as “brain-rot and dry-rot” from a mechanistic life
without intellectual direction (Thoreau, 2006, 20).

c. Third Stage: Cognitive Dysfunction
Clinical symptoms surface: impaired short- and long-term memory, weakened

concentration, and diminished executive functions like decision-making and problem-
solving (Ali et al., 2024, 6-7). Kukreja et al., (2025, 2) describe this as the stage where
individuals lose the drive for deep thinking, critical engagement, or intellectual exploration.
This dysfunction reflects a broader digital culture of information without understanding and
connection without meaning.

d. Final Stage: Brain Rot as a Chronic Condition
This stage marks chronic cognitive decline: loss of critical thinking, impaired memory,

and difficulty handling intellectual complexity (Ali et al., 2024, 8-9). Brain rot at this stage
aligns closely with digital dementia, where compulsive device use erodes executive function
(Alietal., 2024, 4; Yousef et al., 2025, 7). Thoreau captured this intellectual decay as being
“half rotten before ripe,” a loss of potential caused by oversimplified living (Thoreau, 2006,
20). Brain rot thus signals not just cognitive decline but a broader existential crisis—the
erosion of thinking as a defining human trait.

Table 2. Processual Mechanism of Brain Rot

Stage Description Symptoms & Characteristics

Excessive Exposure to High, compulsive, and Doomscrolling, zombie scrolling;

Digital Content uncontrolled digital use. attention fragmentation; shallow
content consumption.
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Mediating Factors Mechanisms amplifying harm Sleep disturbances; reduced
(stress, neurobiology, neuroplasticity; intellectual
psychology). passivism.

Cognitive Function Accumulation leads to damage in | Memory impairment; weakened

Impairment memory, attention, reflection. executive function; reduced

reflective capacity.

Brain Rot Chronic cognitive decline and Digital dementia; abstract thinking

(Chronic Condition) intellectual degeneration. decline; critical thinking loss.

1-5. Avicenna’s Hierarchy of Intellect

Ibn Sina (Avicenna, 980-1037), a Persian scholar, significantly shaped both Islamic
philosophy and medieval European thought through his work in philosophy, medicine, and
logic. In his epistemology, Avicenna described knowledge as developing through the
interaction of sensory perception, imagination, and rational intellect. He proposed that the
soul advances toward truth by gradually activating its cognitive faculties, culminating in a
four-level hierarchy of intellect: ‘Aq/ Hayulani (potential intellect), ‘Aq/ Bi al-Qiuwah
(possible intellect), ‘Aq! Bi al-Fi I (actual intellect), and ‘Ag/ Mustafad (acquired intellect).

a. ‘Aql Hayiulant (Potential Intellect)
The first stage, ‘Agl Hayilant, represents the soul’s readiness to acquire knowledge. At

this level, the intellect has no actual knowledge but is fully prepared to receive it. As
Avicenna explains in Al-Najat:

Com oo U sag il Jam OY sl ST e s Jiny o Ul ga Y gl Janlls
Tl s

The potential intellect is that which has not yet actualized anything, but
has the readiness to actualize knowledge. It is in us as far as we are
human (Sina, 1985, 245).

Avicenna likened this intellect to prima materia in Aristotelian thought—entirely passive
and formless, yet capable of receiving all forms. He further clarifies in Al-Isharat wa al-
Tanbihat:.

3o e izl 5 ST ST e g e b 00 Y (Y gl Sl
The potential intellect does not yet exist as an actual form, but it has the
potential to receive all forms.” (Sina, 1968, 313)

Black, (1990, 87) highlights that, unlike Aristotle’s view of pure passivity, Avicenna saw
‘Aql Hayilant as an existential phase of the rational soul, imbued with metaphysical purpose
and a directed goal. Similarly, Rahman, (1952, 16) interprets this stage as the starting point
of the soul’s journey toward ultimate felicity, achieved through intellectual growth.
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In modern contexts, Mahmudah & Suyadi, (2020, 125) associate ‘Aq! Hayilant with the
cognitive readiness found in early childhood, where intellectual potential is gradually
actualized through structured learning.

Thus, ‘Agl Hayulani forms the essential foundation of Avicenna’s vision of intellectual
and ethical development.

b. ‘Aql Bi al-Qawah (Possible Intellect)
The second stage in Avicenna’s hierarchy, ‘Aql Bi al-Qiwah, represents the intellect’s

state of readiness to grasp abstract concepts. At this level, the intellect has not yet fully
actualized knowledge, but it can do so when external conditions allow. Avicenna describes
this stage in Al-Najat:

eld e laling OF ey o805 cobny Leling O b o &l ) gl Jimy OF 4 Jlio 51 525
It is the intellect that has the potential to understand intellectual forms but

has not yet understood them; it can understand them whenever it chooses
(Sina, 1985, 245).

Here, the intellect begins to move beyond pure potential, although it still relies on external
input—such as sensory data, imagination, and experience—to engage with knowledge. In
Al-Shifa’: al-Nafs, Avicenna notes:

Jrdl ey (s 4l ISl el Y ] b 653l Jaal
The possible intellect requires sensation, imagination, and experience in
order to become actualized (Sina, 1960, 109).

Black, (1990, 89) explains that this stage marks a crucial transition between the lower
faculties of the soul and pure intellect. It is at this point that the intellect begins abstracting
universal ideas from sensory input. Mahmudah & Suyadi, (2020, 126) link ‘Aq/ Bi al-
Quawah to the early stages of learning readiness, where the capacity for rational thought
begins to take form but is not yet independent.

In summary, ‘Aql Bi al-Quiiwah reflects the intellect’s active preparedness—a state that
bridges raw potential and fully actualized cognition.

C. ‘Aql Bi al-Fi 'l (Actual Intellect)
At the ‘Agl Bi al-Fi‘l stage, the intellect achieves full actualization and can engage in

independent reasoning, critical analysis, and reflection. Unlike the previous stages that
depend on sensory or imaginative input, the actual intellect operates autonomously.
Avicenna defines this stage in Al-Najat:

LBl MW s LS Lglamiay 525 ol Y gz Llidl ) peall 4 Sl U1 pa il Jinll

The actual intellect is the one in which intellectual forms have been fully
acquired, and it can use them whenever it wishes without impediment
(Sina, 1985, 246).

In Al-Shifa’: al-Nafs, Avicenna adds:
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When the forms exist in it actually, it is the one that knows them, and it is
the intellect that is in the state of actuality (Sina, 1960, 111).

According to Black, (1990, 89), this stage marks a critical shift where the intellect becomes
self-sufficient, able to reason and judge without reliance on external inputs. Nasr, (1993,
228) sees this as the beginning of genuine philosophical consciousness, where universal
truths are apprehended directly. Hennig, (2022, 190) emphasizes that this stage embodies
the intellect's recognition of its own autonomy and identity, forming the basis for self-
intellection.

Thus, ‘Aql Bi al-Fi ‘I represents a pivotal phase where the intellect moves from potential
and dependency to active, self-aware rational engagement.

d. ‘Aql Mustafad (Acquired Intellect)
‘Agl Mustafad represents the highest level of Avicenna’s intellectual hierarchy, where

the intellect reaches full perfection by directly receiving truth from the ‘Aqg/ Fa “‘al (Active
Intellect). At this stage, knowledge is no longer gained through reasoning alone but through
direct, intuitive apprehension. Avicenna describes this in Al-Isharat wa al-Tanbihat:

OIS 5 ¢ il Mle L Jlos « Y ginadl o oLtV o il 4d o (1 Janll sa slizeall
! il sl

The acquired intellect is the intellect that has fully received the intellectual
forms, thus becoming actualized, with the source of these forms being the
Active Intellect (Sina, 1968, 319).

This stage reflects the unity between the knower and the known, where the forms are
internalized as part of the intellect itself. Rahman, (1952, 32) sees this as the culmination of
both intellectual and spiritual development, where the soul reaches illumination and
nearness to the transcendent principle. Nasr, (1993, 233-234) describes it as the point where
knowledge and being are no longer separate, and the individual lives the truth rather than
merely contemplating it. Hennig, (2024, 70) highlights that while the acquired intellect
depends on the Active Intellect, it also demonstrates full openness to receiving intelligibles,
marking intellectual completion.

In essence, ‘Agl Mustafad represents the integration of epistemology, metaphysics, and
ethics, where the intellect not only knows truth but embodies it.

Table 3. The Four Stages of the Hierarchy of Intellect in Avicenna’s System

Stage Description Key Features

‘Aql Hayulani (Potential | The initial stage where the | - Passive state awaiting intellectual
Intellect) intellect has the potential to | activation
acquire knowledge but has not

yet actualized any forms. - Receptive to sensory and cognitive inputs
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‘Aql Bi al-Qawah A transitional stage where the | - Active readiness to process intelligibles
(Possible Intellect) intellect is  capable of
understanding abstract forms
but has not yet actualized them.

- Dependent on sensation, imagination, and
experience

‘Aql Bi al-Fi I (Actual The stage where the intellect | - Full autonomy in intellectual activity
Intellect) fully actualizes its potential,

engaging  in  independent | - Capable of abstract reasoning, synthesis,

reasoning and reflection. and judgment
‘Agql Mustafad The highest stage, where the | - Intellectual perfection; metaphysical union
(Acquired Intellect) intellect is illuminated by the | with knowledge

Active Intellect and achieves

unity with the forms. - Knowledge received directly from the

Active Intellect

Avicenna’s hierarchy of intellect provides a profound framework for understanding the
progression from passive potential to active intellectual actualization. His model
underscores the vital role of reflection and reasoning in cognitive development, illustrating
the evolution from latent capacity to autonomous, rational thought. Through the four
stages— ‘Aql Hayiulant (potential intellect), ‘Agl Bi al-Qiawah (possible intellect), ‘Agl Bi
al-Fi‘l (actual intellect), and ‘Aq! Mustafad (acquired intellect)—Avicenna shaped both
Islamic and Western philosophical thought on knowledge and cognition.

In the digital age, where passive information consumption dominates, Avicenna’s
framework remains strikingly relevant. The prevalence of shallow, rapidly consumed digital
content—especially via social media—impedes intellectual growth and reflective capacity,
stalling progress through the intellectual stages Avicenna outlined. Re-engaging with his
model offers valuable insight into overcoming the cognitive challenges posed by digital
overexposure. It highlights the need to foster environments that support deep intellectual
engagement, reflection, and sustained cognitive development essential for higher-order
thinking in today’s world.

1-6. Previous Studies on the Concept of Intellectual Hierarchy and Research Gaps
Avicenna’s doctrine of the hierarchy of intellect has been widely studied across

epistemology, ethics, psychology, and, more recently, cognitive science and Islamic
education. His classification—from ‘Aql Hayilani (potential intellect) to ‘Aql Mustafad
(acquired intellect)}—continues to inform discussions on cognition, learning, and spiritual
development. Core texts such as Al-Najat, Al-Shifa’, and Al-Isharat wa al-Tanbihat provide
the foundation for this theory’s interpretation.

Several studies explore the moral and epistemic aspects of Avicenna’s model. Fazeli,
(2019, 143-147) highlights the practical intellect (Al-‘4ql al- ‘Amali) as a rational faculty
essential for moral judgment and action, challenging views that reduce it to mere motivation.
Hennig, (2022, 184-191) links ‘Aq! Bi al-Fi I to self-reflection and human consciousness,
underscoring the soul’s independence from bodily faculties. In a separate study, Hennig,
(2024, 65-70) discusses the ‘Agl Fa“‘al (Agent Intellect) as the completing cause in the
intellect’s journey toward perfection.
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Modern interpretations include Jamali et al., (2019, 2-4), who integrate Avicenna’s
metaphysical dualism with Bohmian gquantum mechanics, proposing a modified quantum
potential to explain mind-brain interaction without reducing mental processes to physical
determinism. Momeni, (2021, 346-350) asserts that Avicenna’s synthesis of perception and
abstraction parallels contemporary cognitive psychology models.

In education, Mahmudah & Suyadi, (2020, 125-127) map Avicenna’s hierarchy onto
Bloom’s Taxonomy, linking ‘Ag/ Hayulani to basic cognitive awareness and ‘Aql Mustafad
to evaluative and creative mastery. They demonstrate how Avicenna’s theory supports
intellectual and moral growth in Islamic educational contexts.

Despite this rich scholarship, a key gap remains: no study has directly linked Avicenna’s
theory of intellect to modern phenomena such as brain rot—the cognitive degradation
caused by excessive digital content consumption. While brain rot mirrors Avicenna’s
description of intellects that fail to actualize potential, no literature has mapped it onto his
intellectual stages. This study addresses that gap by interpreting brain rot as a failure in
intellectual actualization within Avicenna’s framework. It proposes that cognitive decline
from digital overstimulation leads to stagnation at ‘Agl Bi al-Qawah or ‘Aql Bi al-Fi
obstructing progress toward ‘Agl Mustafad. This approach bridges classical Islamic
epistemology with contemporary cognitive ethics and media studies.

1-7. Why Choose Avicenna’s Concept of the Hierarchy of Intellect?
Avicenna’s hierarchy of intellect offers a systematic framework for understanding the

development of human cognition—from potentiality to full intellectual actualization. His
progression—from ‘Aql Hayalant (potential intellect) to ‘Agl Mustafad (acquired
intellect)—is particularly effective for analyzing modern challenges like brain rot, a form
of cognitive stagnation linked to excessive digital consumption. Unlike the models of Mulla
Sadra, Al-Farabi, or Al-Ghazali, which focus primarily on metaphysical, ethical, or spiritual
dimensions, Avicenna’s framework directly addresses functional degradation of the intellect
in contexts of digital passivity.

Sadra, (1981, 57) centered on the soul’s metaphysical ascent toward divine union. In Al-
Asfar al-Arba ‘ah, he writes: “The intellect, in its highest form, is a direct reflection of divine
truth and participates in the unity of being.” While spiritually profound, Sadra’s model does
not engage the practical cognitive impediments caused by digital overstimulation.

Al-Farabi, (1985, 75) emphasized reason’s ethical and political role. In Al-Madina al-
Fadilah, he notes: “The rational soul must govern the body and guide it towards knowledge
and virtue, as it is the essence of human perfection.” Although valuable for moral formation,
Al-Farabi’s model lacks the psychological depth needed to address cognitive disorders like
brain rot.

Al-Ghazali, (1997, 112), in Tahdfut al-Falasifah, states: “The intellect alone cannot lead
to true knowledge; it must be accompanied by the purification of the soul and a connection
with the divine.” While integrating ethics and mysticism, Al-Ghazali’s framework does not
provide a developmental theory suited to diagnosing intellectual inactivity or digital-
induced stagnation.
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2. Avicenna’s Cognitive Framework and Its Modern Applicability

By contrast, Avicenna’s model outlines distinct intellectual stages— ‘Agl Hayiilani, ‘Aql Bi
al-Qiwah, ‘Aql Bi al-Fi‘l, and ‘Aql Mustafad (Sina, 1985, 244-247)—that are well suited
for diagnosing failures of intellectual actualization. His framework offers valuable insights
into cognitive decline caused by digital overconsumption.

Recent scholarship underscores this relevance: Mahmudah & Suyadi, (2020, 125-127)
apply Avicenna’s model to Bloom’s Taxonomy in Islamic education; Fazeli, (2019, 143—
147) explores its ethical dimensions; and Hennig, (2022, 184-191, 2024, 65-70) elaborates
on self-intellection and reason’s teleological fulfillment.

While other philosophical models provide rich insights, Avicenna’s hierarchy of intellect
offers the most precise and applicable structure for analyzing the disruption of intellectual
development in the digital age.

3. Materials and Methods

This qualitative study employs conceptual analysis and literature review to map brain rot
onto Avicenna’s hierarchy of intellect, examining how excessive digital exposure disrupts
intellectual maturation and rational autonomy. Data were collected from primary sources on
brain rot and digital media consumption (Ali et al., 2024; Kukreja et al., 2025; Oxford
University Press, 2024; Yousef et al., 2025) and Avicenna’s foundational texts (Sina, 1960,
1968, 1985). Secondary sources (Black, 1990; Hennig, 2022, 2024; Mahmudah & Suyadi,
2020; Momeni, 2021) provided contemporary context. Literature was sourced via major
academic databases (Google Scholar, Scopus, PubMed, JSTOR) using targeted keywords
related to Avicenna’s intellect theory, cognition, brain rot, and digital dementia.

Thematic and comparative analyses were applied to identify conceptual links between
brain rot stages and Avicenna’s intellectual hierarchy, focusing on how digital
overstimulation hinders cognitive progression. No statistical tools were used, as the study is
conceptual. Findings are presented in tables that illustrate the alignment of brain rot stages
with Avicenna’s framework.

4. Results

This study mapped the stages of brain rot onto Avicenna’s hierarchy of intellect, framing
brain rot as a modern crisis of intellectual actualization. The analysis shows a strong
correspondence between stages of brain rot and Avicenna’s intellectual development—from
‘Aql Hayulani (potential intellect) to ‘Aql Mustafad (acquired intellect). Excessive digital
consumption was found to cause intellectual stagnation, with each stage of brain rot
reflecting disruption in the natural progression of cognitive faculties.

The findings also confirm the role of mediating factors such as digital addiction, mental
fatigue, and information overload, which hinder intellectual maturation and block
advancement through Avicenna’s stages. Recent studies on brain rot, digital dementia, and
the cognitive effects of excessive digital use further support these conclusions. The evidence
illustrates how digital overstimulation produces cognitive dysfunctions that mirror the



Journal of Philosophical Investigations, University of Tabriz, Volume 20, Issue 54, 2026, pp. 503-520 914

stagnation outlined in Avicenna’s model, emphasizing the impact of external distractions
on intellectual potential.

4-1. Stage 1: Excessive Exposure to Digital Content
The first stage of brain rot corresponds to ‘Aql Hayilant (potential intellect) in Avicenna’s

hierarchy. This phase represents excessive digital consumption, where the intellect remains
passive and unactualized, receptive but inactive. Overexposure to trivial digital content
fragments attention, induces cognitive overload, and prevents meaningful engagement with
complex tasks.

Yousef et al., (2025, 2) report that excessive consumption of digital content weakens
attention and memory, characteristic of an intellect that fails to activate. Ali et al., (2024, 3)
similarly describe how trivial information consumption overwhelms cognitive resources,
keeping the intellect in a passive state.

Chiossi et al., (2023, 4) find that short-form videos impair prospective memory and
reduce the brain’s ability to sustain intellectual tasks. Skulmowski & Xu, (2022, 174)
observe that interactive media increase extraneous cognitive load, diverting resources from
deeper processing. Aitken et al., (2024, 10) note that social media consumption increases
cognitive load and alters brain activity, interfering with higher cognitive functions.

These findings consistently support mapping brain rot at this stage onto ‘Aql Hayulani,
where excessive digital exposure leaves cognition fragmented, attention overwhelmed, and
intellectual potential unrealized.

4-2. Stage 2: Mediating Factors
The second stage of brain rot reflects the impact of mediating factors such as digital

addiction, anxiety, and information overload, which intensify cognitive decline. This stage
corresponds to ‘Agl Bi al-Quwah (possible intellect) in Avicenna’s hierarchy, where the
intellect, though receptive, remains dependent on external stimuli to function.
Overwhelming digital input increases mental fatigue and cognitive strain, hindering the
development of higher cognitive functions.

Yousef et al., (2025, 6) report that constant digital engagement depletes cognitive
resources and undermines reflective thinking. Ali et al., (2024, 5) find that continual
exposure to shallow content reduces the capacity for critical thought, as intellectual faculties
become reliant on external digital input rather than activating independently.

Thoreau, (2006, 20) metaphorically describes this passive intellectual state, where
external distractions obstruct reflective growth. Shahrzadi et al. (2024) identify information
overload as a key source of cognitive strain and decision-making fatigue. Similarly, Rosen
et al., (2018, 18) highlight how anxiety from multitasking and social media weakens focus,
while Zeyrek et al., (2024, 5) show that smartphone addiction contributes to cognitive
fatigue and poor sleep, deepening intellectual passivity.

These mediating factors collectively reinforce the dependency of the intellect at this
stage, preventing progress beyond ‘Aq/ Bi al-Quwah and blocking intellectual autonomy
and deeper reasoning.
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4-3. Stage 3: Cognitive Dysfunction
In the third stage of brain rot, cognitive dysfunctions—including memory impairment,

attention deficits, and weakened executive functions—begin to emerge. This stage
corresponds to ‘Aq/ Bi al-Fi ‘I (actual intellect) in Avicenna’s hierarchy, where intellectual
faculties are expected to engage in independent reasoning and reflection. However,
relentless exposure to fragmented digital content obstructs the full actualization of these
faculties.

Kukreja et al., (2025, 2) and Ali et al., (2024, 6-7) describe how excessive digital use
leads to impairments that limit deep engagement with information and hinder reflective
reasoning. Yousef et al., (2025, 2) emphasize that individuals overwhelmed by digital
content struggle to concentrate on complex tasks, illustrating how fragmented media
consumption disrupts intellectual processes at this stage.

Supporting this, Muppalla et al., (2023, 6) report that chronic screen exposure impairs
memory and attention, undermining academic performance and intellectual focus. Khalaf et
al., (2023, 9) associate social media overuse with increased mental distress and behaviors
that reflect a breakdown in reflective capacity. Bell et al. (2022) note that without proper
intervention, cognitive remediation efforts struggle to restore the intellectual functions
compromised by digital overload. Similarly, Leon Méndez et al. (2024) find that internet
and smartphone addiction impair prefrontal cortex activity essential for reasoning and
decision-making, reflecting stagnation at ‘Aq/ Bi al-Fi l.

These findings collectively confirm that Stage 3: Cognitive Dysfunction aligns with ‘Agl/
Bi al-Fi‘l, where excessive digital exposure blocks the development of independent
reasoning, reflection, and critical thought that define this intellectual stage.

4-4. Stage 4: Chronic Cognitive Decline (Brain Rot)
The final stage of brain rot represents chronic cognitive decline, where individuals lose the

capacity for higher-order thinking and reflective reasoning. This stage corresponds to ‘Aq/
Mustafad (acquired intellect) in Avicenna’s hierarchy, where intellectual faculties should
be fully actualized. However, sustained exposure to shallow digital content obstructs this
potential, resulting in lasting intellectual stagnation.

Ali etal., (2024, 8-9) and Yousef et al., (2025, 7) describe how prolonged digital device
use leads to cognitive decline that is difficult to reverse, marked by impaired memory,
attention, and decision-making—abilities essential for independent reasoning at this stage.
Thoreau, (2006, 20) metaphorically warns of premature intellectual decay, comparing it to
a mind that deteriorates before it matures, echoing how overstimulation prevents the
intellect from reaching full development.

Further evidence reinforces this alignment. Manwell et al., (2022, 15) report that long-
term screen exposure during critical periods accelerates cognitive decline, particularly
impairing memory and executive functions—hindering the deep reasoning expected at ‘Aq!/
Mustafad. Musa et al., (2023, 324) identify digital amnesia, where reliance on devices for
information storage diminishes memory retention and depth of processing. Chen, (2025, 9)
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highlights that excessive digital dependence risks erasing essential cultural and historical

knowledge, reflecting the loss of intellectual depth characteristic of stagnation at this level.
In sum, this stage illustrates how excessive digital exposure leads to irreversible cognitive

decline, blocking the full actualization of intellectual faculties and diminishing critical

reasoning and reflective thought, as described in Avicenna’s highest stage of intellectual

development.

Table 4. Mapping the Stages of Brain Rot onto Avicenna’s Hierarchy of Intellect

Stage of Brain Rot | Corresponding Stage in | Key Features Symptoms
Avicenna’s Hierarchy

Excessive Exposure | ‘Aql Hayalani (Potential | Passive intellectual state; Attention fragmentation;

to Digital Content Intellect) unactualized potential reliance on superficial
content
Mediating Factors ‘Aql Bi al-Qawah Intellectual readiness; Mental fatigue; anxiety;
(Possible Intellect) dependent on external difficulty focusing on
stimuli complex tasks
Cognitive ‘Aql Bi al-Fi‘l (Actual Independent reasoning; Impaired memory;
Dysfunction Intellect) reflection; critical thinking | attention deficits;

executive dysfunction

Chronic Cognitive ‘Aql Mustafad (Acquired | Intellectual actualization; Loss of critical thinking;
Decline (Brain Rot) | Intellect) union with intelligible inability to engage with
forms complex information

5. Discussion

5-1. Interpretation of Results
The findings of this study highlight how brain rot, as a modern cognitive phenomenon,

illustrates a failure of intellectual actualization in line with Avicenna’s hierarchy of intellect.
This mapping offers a new philosophical lens for understanding how excessive digital
consumption disrupts the natural progression of human reasoning and reflection. By
integrating classical epistemology with contemporary cognitive concerns, the results
underscore the urgent need to address the intellectual stagnation caused by digital
overstimulation.

5-2. Comparison with Previous Research
The findings of this study align with prior research describing brain rot as cognitive decline

resulting from excessive digital exposure. Yousef et al., (2025, 2), Kukreja et al., (2025, 1),
and Ali et al., (2024, 3-5) report impairments in executive function, mental fatigue, apathy,
and associations with digital dementia—conditions that parallel intellectual stagnation
across stages of Avicenna’s hierarchy. These studies collectively support the use of
Avicenna’s framework to interpret modern cognitive dysfunction linked to digital
overstimulation.

Prior scholarship underscores the relevance of Avicenna’s model for understanding
intellectual development and decline. Fazeli, (2019, 143-147) highlights its role in ethical
reasoning; Hennig, (2022, 184-191, 2024, 65-70) focuses on critical reflection and
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intellectual autonomy; while Jamali et al., (2019, 2-4), Momeni, (2021, 346-350), and
Mahmudah & Suyadi, (2020, 125-127) demonstrate how external stimuli can impede
progression from basic awareness to intellectual mastery.

5-3. Implications
This study identifies brain rot as a form of intellectual stagnation driven by excessive digital

consumption, which obstructs the natural advancement through Avicenna’s stages of
intellect. The findings suggest the need for strategies that limit digital overstimulation and
promote environments supportive of critical thinking and reflection. Integrating classical
frameworks like Avicenna’s with modern cognitive ethics offers a constructive model for
addressing digital-age cognitive decline.

Conclusion

This study provides a philosophical framework for interpreting cognitive decline in the
digital age by mapping the stages of brain rot onto Avicenna’s hierarchy of intellect. The
analysis demonstrates that excessive digital consumption disrupts the natural progression of
intellectual development, limiting critical thinking, reflective reasoning, and intellectual
autonomy. By bridging Avicenna’s classical model with contemporary cognitive science
and media studies, this work underscores how medieval philosophy continues to offer
insights into modern cognitive challenges.

The findings highlight the urgent need for multi-dimensional strategies that address the
root causes of digital overstimulation. Educational institutions should move beyond
conventional curricula to incorporate explicit training in critical reasoning, media literacy,
and reflective practices. This would empower students to engage thoughtfully with digital
content and build cognitive resilience against trivial and fragmentary information.
Technology designers must assume ethical responsibility by developing platforms that
encourage sustained attention and meaningful engagement—such as features that promote
long-form reading, reflective interaction, and intentional pauses. Policy makers can play a
vital role by supporting legislation that regulates manipulative design elements, funds digital
well-being programs, and incentivizes technologies that foster intellectual development.

Future research should empirically validate the theoretical connections proposed in this
study. This includes deploying neuroimaging techniques to map changes in brain activity
associated with digital overstimulation across Avicenna’s intellectual stages, or conducting
longitudinal cognitive assessments that track how varying digital consumption patterns
affect intellectual maturation over time. Experimental studies could also explore how
interventions—such as digital detox programs or mindfulness-based media consumption—
impact the progression of reasoning and reflective capacities. In addition, interdisciplinary
research uniting philosophy, cognitive neuroscience, psychology, education, and media
ethics is essential to fully understand and counteract intellectual stagnation in the digital era.

By integrating classical philosophy with modern empirical inquiry, this study lays the
foundation for developing evidence-based solutions to preserve and enhance intellectual
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autonomy, critical thought, and reflective reasoning in a world increasingly shaped by
digital technologies.
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