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Leveling And Sharpening

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Cognitive Psychology, Social Psychology, Narratology, Memory

Studies

1. Core Definition

Leveling and sharpening is a descriptive term employed within the fields of cognitive and social

psychology to delineate the unconscious cognitive processes that occur during the retelling or

recalling of a narrative or event. This phenomenon describes how an individual's memory of a story

is not a perfect, verbatim recollection but rather a reconstructive act, where details are selectively

altered, omitted, or exaggerated over time and through multiple retellings. Essentially, leveling

refers to the tendency to simplify a story, making it shorter, less complex, and less detailed by

omitting or downplaying specific elements. Conversely, sharpening involves the accentuation,

embellishment, or even invention of certain details, often those deemed more significant, dramatic,

or relevant to the storyteller's perceived purpose or the audience's interest. These processes are

not necessarily intentional acts of deception but rather inherent features of human memory and

narrative construction, driven by cognitive biases, schema-driven processing, and the social

dynamics of communication.

The interplay of leveling and sharpening results in a narrative that, while ostensibly representing

the original event, becomes increasingly distilled and dramatized. Mundane or less memorable

elements are systematically "leveled out" or smoothed over, rendering the story more concise and

coherent. Simultaneously, "sharpened" details become more vivid, pronounced, and central to the

narrative, often through the addition of dialogue, internal monologues attributed to participants, or

heightened emotional descriptions that may not have been present in the initial experience. This

reconstructive nature of memory ensures that stories evolve, becoming more impactful or aligned

with the storyteller's desired message, even if it deviates from factual accuracy. Understanding this

dual process is crucial for analyzing the reliability of eyewitness accounts, the transmission of

cultural narratives, and the subjective nature of personal history.

A quintessential example of this phenomenon is observed when an individual recounts a humorous

or dramatic personal experience from several years prior. Over successive retellings, the intricate,

perhaps tedious, elements of the original event are naturally pared down, contributing to the

leveling effect. The storyteller might unconsciously omit unnecessary tangents or minor characters,

streamlining the plot. Simultaneously, the most salient or emotionally charged moments are often

amplified; a simple remark might evolve into a witty retort, a minor inconvenience into a significant

challenge, or a subtle reaction into a profound emotional display. This sharpening serves to

enhance the narrative's entertainment value, making it more engaging for an audience, and more

memorable for the storyteller themselves, solidifying the altered version in their long-term memory.
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2. Etymology and Historical Development

The concepts of leveling and sharpening gained prominence through the pioneering work of British

psychologist Sir Frederic Bartlett in the early 20th century. Bartlett's seminal 1932 book,

Remembering: A Study in Experimental and Social Psychology, challenged the prevailing view of

memory as a simple, passive storage and retrieval system. Instead, he proposed that memory is

an active, reconstructive process heavily influenced by an individual's existing knowledge,

expectations, and cultural background, which he termed "schemata." While Bartlett did not

explicitly coin the terms "leveling" and "sharpening" in his original work, his experimental findings

with stories like "The War of the Ghosts" provided the empirical foundation for these concepts.

Participants in his studies consistently altered the narrative over successive retellings, simplifying

complex plot points (leveling) and exaggerating unusual or dramatic elements (sharpening), often

unconsciously assimilating the story into their own cultural schemata.

Following Bartlett's groundbreaking research, other psychologists and cognitive scientists adopted

and refined these descriptive terms to articulate the specific ways in which memories are

transformed. The terms became widely used in the mid-20th century to categorize common

distortions observed in serial reproduction tasks, where information is passed from one person to

another. It was recognized that leveling and sharpening are not isolated phenomena but rather

interdependent aspects of the broader reconstructive nature of memory. They reflect the cognitive

system's efforts to make sense of information, reduce cognitive load, and create coherent,

narratively satisfying accounts, even if this means diverging from objective reality. The widespread

acceptance of these terms underscored a fundamental shift in understanding memory, moving

away from a photographic metaphor towards a more dynamic and interpretive model.

The enduring relevance of leveling and sharpening extends beyond laboratory experiments to real-

world applications, particularly in fields such as forensic psychology, where the reliability of

eyewitness testimony is paramount. Researchers continue to explore the precise mechanisms

underlying these processes, including the role of emotion, attention, and cognitive biases like the

hindsight bias or the confirmation bias, in shaping how narratives are remembered and retold. The

evolution of these concepts highlights a continuous effort to unravel the complexities of human

memory, recognizing its adaptive yet fallible nature as it constructs and reconstructs our personal

and collective histories.

3. Key Characteristics

The processes of leveling and sharpening are characterized by several interdependent features

that collectively underscore the reconstructive and selective nature of human memory and

narrative construction. One primary characteristic is their often unconscious and automatic

nature. Individuals typically do not deliberately intend to alter the details of a story; rather, these
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changes occur as a natural consequence of cognitive processing, memory decay, and the brain's

attempt to create a coherent and manageable narrative. The mind tends to filter information, retain

what it deems most salient or personally relevant, and discard or modify what seems less

important or incongruous with existing mental models or schemata. This automaticity makes these

processes particularly influential in shaping long-term memories and collective understanding.

A second key characteristic is the presence of selective omission and emphasis. Leveling

specifically involves the systematic reduction of complexity. This can manifest as the removal of

redundant details, secondary characters, subtle nuances, or intricate plot points that might

overwhelm the listener or detract from the perceived main message. The story becomes simpler,

often shorter, and easier to digest. Conversely, sharpening entails the amplification or addition of

specific elements. This might include enhancing emotional intensity, exaggerating the scale of

events, inventing dialogue, or even incorporating details that, while plausible, were not part of the

original experience. These highlighted elements are often those that contribute most to the story's

dramatic arc, humor, or moral significance, making them more memorable for both the storyteller

and the audience.

Furthermore, these processes are heavily influenced by schema-driven processing and the

desire for coherence. Human memory does not store information like a video recorder; instead, it

encodes and retrieves information by fitting it into pre-existing mental frameworks or schemata. If a

detail from a story does not align with an individual's schema, it may be leveled (forgotten) or

assimilated (changed to fit the schema). Conversely, if a detail reinforces a schema, it might be

sharpened. The desire for a logical, coherent, and comprehensible narrative also drives these

alterations. Gaps in memory are often filled with plausible but invented details to maintain narrative

flow, and inconsistencies are smoothed over, even if it means sacrificing strict factual accuracy for

narrative integrity. This drive for coherence ensures that stories, even altered ones, maintain a

sense of internal logic that resonates with the storyteller's and audience's understanding of the

world.

4. Significance and Impact

The cognitive phenomena of leveling and sharpening hold profound significance across various

domains, fundamentally shaping how individuals and societies construct and transmit knowledge,

history, and personal narratives. One of the most critical impacts is on the reliability of memory

and eyewitness testimony. In legal contexts, eyewitness accounts are often considered powerful

evidence, yet the processes of leveling and sharpening demonstrate that such memories are highly

susceptible to distortion over time and through repeated recall. As witnesses retell their

experiences, details can be inadvertently omitted (leveled) or exaggerated (sharpened), leading to

discrepancies that can significantly impact legal proceedings. This understanding has led to

greater scrutiny of memory evidence and the implementation of protocols, such as cognitive
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interviewing techniques, designed to mitigate these reconstructive biases.

Beyond the individual, leveling and sharpening play a crucial role in the formation and

transmission of cultural narratives, myths, and historical accounts. Over generations, stories

passed down verbally or even through written records can undergo significant transformations.

Complex origin stories might be simplified, inconvenient truths omitted, and heroic acts dramatized,

serving to reinforce particular cultural values, political agendas, or collective identities. This means

that collective memory is not merely a collection of individual recollections but a dynamic, evolving

construct shaped by shared cultural schemata and the continuous process of narrative refinement.

Historians and anthropologists must therefore critically evaluate sources, recognizing that historical

accounts are often products of these reconstructive biases, reflecting not just what happened, but

also how it was remembered and retold to serve contemporary purposes.

Moreover, these processes are vital in understanding social communication and persuasion.

When individuals engage in gossip, share anecdotes, or participate in rumor spread, leveling and

sharpening are continuously at play. Stories become more concise and impactful to capture

attention, while emotionally charged or novel details are emphasized to maintain interest and

convey a specific message, even if it deviates from the initial information. This dynamic highlights

how information can transform as it propagates through social networks, leading to the rapid

dissemination of compelling but potentially inaccurate narratives. Furthermore, in personal

storytelling, individuals use leveling and sharpening to craft their self-narratives, presenting a

coherent and often idealized version of their experiences that aligns with their self-perception and

their desired image for others, thereby influencing social perception and interpersonal

relationships.

5. Debates and Criticisms

While the concepts of leveling and sharpening provide a valuable framework for understanding

memory distortion and narrative transformation, they also invite several debates and criticisms,

primarily concerning their precise definition, underlying mechanisms, and implications for the

nature of truth. One central debate revolves around the intentionality versus automaticity of

these processes. While typically described as unconscious cognitive phenomena, critics

sometimes question the degree to which individuals might consciously or semi-consciously engage

in narrative embellishment or simplification, particularly in social contexts where impression

management or entertainment value is prioritized. Distinguishing between genuine memory

reconstruction and deliberate rhetorical choices can be challenging, blurring the lines between

cognitive bias and strategic communication. This distinction is crucial, ascribing different levels of

culpability or intentional distortion to a storyteller.

Another point of contention lies in the subjectivity and relativity of "accuracy" when discussing
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leveled and sharpened narratives. If memory is inherently reconstructive, and objective truth is

often elusive in human experience, how do we define the "original" story against which leveling and

sharpening are measured? Some argue that every retelling creates a new narrative reality, and

judging it against a hypothetical pristine original might be an oversimplification. This perspective

suggests that the "truth" of a story lies not in its verbatim fidelity but in its meaning, coherence, and

function within a given social or cultural context. This challenge to objective accuracy has

significant implications for fields reliant on factual recall, such as history and law, where the pursuit

of an objective, verifiable account remains a foundational principle.

Furthermore, debates arise concerning the specific cognitive mechanisms that drive leveling

and sharpening. While Bartlett's schema theory offers a foundational explanation, contemporary

cognitive science explores a more complex array of factors, including attention, emotion, executive

functions, and the specific neural pathways involved in memory encoding and retrieval. Critics also

examine whether these terms are sufficiently nuanced to capture the full spectrum of memory

distortions, or if they represent broad categories that could benefit from more granular distinctions.

Understanding the precise interplay of these cognitive factors remains an active area of research,

pushing the boundaries of how we characterize memory as both a functional and fallible system.

These ongoing discussions highlight the dynamic nature of memory research and the continuous

effort to refine our understanding of how our past is remembered and recounted.
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