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Henri Bergson revolutionizes philosophy by processualizing 
traditional categories, transforming them into tools for 
thinking of reality as a continuous flow. This paper focuses 
on his crucial reconceptualization of intensity, which he 
redefines from a spatial measure into a qualitative 
progression, a temporal process rooted in the 
compenetration of heterogeneous qualities and embodied 
effort. For Bergson, pain itself is paradigmatic of this 
process, defined as an active effort, a temporal striving for 
equilibrium. Using pain and its linguistic expression as a 
case study, we demonstrate how contemporary clinical 
assessment tools systematically fail because they commit 
the very category error Bergson identified, reducing this 
qualitative, temporal process to a quantitative, spatial 
measure. Through the analysis of patient narratives, we 
derive five processual categories of pain, Corporeity, 
Motivation, Assessment, Processual Orientation, and 
Affectivity, that capture its dynamic nature. This work 
shows how Bergson’s processual ontology operates as 
both a theoretical framework and a practical analytical tool, 
offering new perspectives for empirical research while 
enriching the philosophical understanding of complex 
experience.
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Introduction

When a patient with chronic back pain reports a pain intensity score of 
3 out of 10 but describes their experience as “a wall between me and my 
child”, traditional pain assessment tools reveal their fundamental inade-
quacy. This discrepancy between numerical ratings and narrative descrip-
tions points to a deeper philosophical problem: the reduction of qualitative, 
temporal phenomena to episodic, quantitative measures. Research has 
long highlighted the limitations of numerical and visual analogue scales 
in capturing lived experience (Wong & Baker, 1988; Hjermstad et al., 2011; 
Chiarotto et al., 2019; Atisook et al., 2021). This article demonstrates how 
Henri Bergson’s processual ontology provides the theoretical foundations 
for overcoming these limitations, moving from concrete applications in 
medical practice to broader philosophical implications for understanding 
qualitative experience.

To be clear about our epistemic positioning: this work does not pro-
pose to replace existing clinical instruments, nor does it demand that cli-
nicians engage in metaphysical practice. We do not deny the pragmatic 
utility of quantification in medical contexts. Rather, our aim is to provide 
an ontological analysis that reveals the categorical limitations inherent in 
episodic approaches to pain, thereby opening new theoretical perspec-
tives that may inform, but not substitute, clinical practice.

The argument proceeds through three main stages, which structure 
the article:

First, we present Bergson’s revolutionary reconceptualization of 
intensity in §1. Against its traditional interpretation as a measurable 
magnitude, we examine how Bergson redefines intensity as a qualita-
tive progression, a temporal process rooted in the compenetration of 
heterogeneous qualities and the effort of the living body. This recon-
ceptualization exemplifies what we call processualization, our term for 
capturing Bergson’s distinctive philosophical gesture of viewing real-
ity sub specie durationis (Bergson, 1911) which resists the reduction 
of experience to spatialized, homogeneous categories and instead fore-
grounds the interweaving of qualitative and quantitative, temporal 
and spatial, organic and abstract dimensions. Intensity, in this light, is 
not merely a degree on a scale but a dynamic unfolding, a lived trans-
formation that cannot be captured by static metrics. Indeed, Bergson’s 
analysis of intensity in the Essai serves as a privileged, though not 
unique, entry point into his concept of durée: intensity reveals itself 
as qualitative duration precisely because it cannot be decomposed into 
homogeneous units. This section thus establishes the core philosophical 
framework for understanding reality as a continuous, heterogeneous 
flow, thereby exposing the category error inherent in spatial and quan-
titative approaches to experience.

Second, in §2, we examine how contemporary pain assessment tools, 
particularly the McGill Pain Questionnaire (MPQ ), systematically fail to 
capture the temporal, processual dimensions of pain due to their com-
mitment to the very episodic and spatial paradigm that Bergson critiques 
(Main, 2016). We analyze the paradox of modern clinical practice: while 
pain is universally recognized as multidimensional, its assessment reduces 
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intensity to a unilinear, quantitative scale. Through clinical examples and 
narrative evidence, we reveal how this reduction results in fundamental 
ontological inadequacies, creating a systematic disconnect between mea-
surement and lived experience.

Third, in §3, we construct a positive alternative. We present a proces-
sual ontology of pain, developed through applied research with pain narra-
tives, which operationalizes Bergsonian categories. We introduce five core 
processual dimensions, Corporeity, Motivation, Assessment, Processual 
Orientation, and Affectivity, that together capture the complex, tempo-
ral nature of pain as a lived phenomenon. This model demonstrates how 
Bergson’s concepts can be translated into concrete analytical tools, offer-
ing a framework for understanding pain that respects its dynamic, tem-
poral, and qualitatively heterogeneous character.

This ontological framework is not intended to replace existing 
assessment tools but to provide theoretical foundations that may inform 
the development of complementary instruments capable of capturing 
dimensions currently neglected by standard approaches.

This work aims to clarify the contemporary relevance of Bergson’s 
philosophy not as abstract speculation, but as a practical tool for ontolog-
ical innovation, thereby contributing to the renewed philosophical inves-
tigation into process, its categories, and its applications (Mullarkey, 1995; 
Kreps & Rowe, 2024).

§1. Bergson in Action: the Category of Intensity, from 
Spatial Measure to Temporal Process

Henri Bergson’s revolution begins with a simple but profound cat-
egory error he identifies at the heart of Western metaphysics, both 
ancient and modern: the systematic translation of qualitative reality 
into quantitative multiplicity. For Bergson, the core of this error lies 
in the misinterpretation of intensity. Traditionally, intensity is treated 
as a synonym for strength or a particular type of magnitude (Mauss 
& Robinson 2009; Lane & Smith 2021) a measurable degree on a scale, a 
concept borrowed from the realm of space and applied 
to the realm of consciousness. [1] This approach, Bergson 
argues, does not analyse the qualities of psychological 
states as they unfold in durée, but only their quantita-
tive translation.

Bergson lays out the problem with crystalline clarity 
in his doctoral thesis, Essai sur les données immédiates de 
la conscience (1889). He begins by challenging the very pos-
sibility of measuring intensity:

«When we assert that one number is greater than another number or 

one body greater than another body, we know very well what we mean. 

For in both cases we allude to unequal spaces, and we call that space the greater 

which contains the other. But how can a more intense sensation contain one of less 

intensity?» (Bergson 1913, 24-25).

He further insists on the categorical error of conflating the extensive and 
the intensive:

[1] Bergson’s critique of intensive 
magnitude directly engages with 
Kant’s ‘Anticipations of Perception’ 
(Critique of Pure Reason, B207-218, 
1781/1787), which provided the first 
systematic philosophical treatment of 
the concept (previously developed by 
Leibniz and Wolff). More immediately, 
Bergson targets Fechner’s psycho-
physics (Elemente der Psychophysik, 
1860), which attempted to establish 
mathematical laws governing the rela-
tionship between stimulus intensity 
and sensation.
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«But, from the point of view of magnitude, what can there be in common be-

tween the extensive and the intensive, the extended and the unextended? If, in 

the first case, we call that which contains the other the greater quantity, why go 

on speaking of quantity and magnitude when there is no longer a container or a 

contained?» (Bergson 1913, 26).

For Bergson, this reduction is not merely abstract; it is a habitual but mis-
guided translation of quality into quantity:

«We picture to ourselves, for example, a greater intensity of effort as a greater 

length of thread rolled up, or as a spring which, in unwinding, will occupy a great-

er space. […] We are thus led to believe that we translate the intensive into the ex-

tensive» (Bergson 1913, 27).

Yet this approach fails utterly when applied to deep-seated psychic states 
whose causes are internal and qualitative:

«No doubt this is our procedure in a fairly large number of cases; but we cannot then 

explain the differences of intensity which we recognize between deep-seated psy-

chic phenomena, the cause of which is within us and not outside» (Bergson 1913, 28).

We call a sound ‘more intense’ and imagine more decibels; we call pain 
intense and assign a number. This reduction replaces lived quality with 
external measurement. 

Bergson dismantles three common hypotheses for this reduction:
a.	 Causality:  mistaking the greater vehemence of a cause (a harder 

punch) for the greater intensity of the sensation.
b.	 Identity: seeking the intensity of a sensation in a physical correlate, 

like a neurological state.
c.	 Conscious Invasion: imagining consciousness as a container that can 

be “more or less” filled by a sensation.
All three, Bergson shows, share the same flaw: they presuppose the very 
quantified sensation they claim to explain, and they treat conscious-
ness as homogeneous time reduced to space rather than as durée, that is, 
dynamic and qualitative temporality.

It should be noted that Bergson’s critique does not reject measure-
ment as such, but rather targets the categorical confusion that arises when 
spatial–quantitative frameworks are applied to phenomena whose nature 
is fundamentally temporal and qualitative. The problem lies not in quan-
tification itself, but in its inappropriate extension beyond its proper scope. 
Likewise, in the present study, the problem is not the transformation of 
experiential qualities, such as painful experience, into quantities; rather, 
the obstacle is a monoreductive perspective that forgets the nature of the 
phenomenon and fails to explore possible qualitative integrations within 
the quantifying measurement framework.

Bergson’s alternative, developed especially in Matter and Memory 
(1896), is to reconceive intensity not as a degree of something, but as a qua-
litative progression. The increasing intensity of a sensation is not a linear 
amplification of a single tone, but a complex process in which different 
qualitative nuances interpenetrate and integrate. It is a qualitative pro-
gress (Bergson 1913, 16).
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A more intense experience is therefore a richer and more complex 
one, woven from a multiplicity of heterogeneous qualities that interpen-
etrate in a non-summative way. This progression is inextricably linked to 
the effort of the living, embodied organism in its environment. Intensity 
is not a mental state correlated with bodily reactions; for Bergson, it is the 
qualitative variation of sensation itself, as lived in durée. This is because, 
within this framework, there is no mental state that could be separated 
from embodied sense-perception and from the memory of the living 
being, a memory that is itself material and corporeal (a point whose com-
plex and fundamental role in the Bergsonian structure of consciousness 
cannot be developed here).

Intensity does not arise from a reflective judgment applied to an 
already constituted experience; rather, it belongs to the very manner in 
which an affection is lived. Without the living body, without sensation, 
perception, and effort unfolding in durée, there would be no possibil-
ity of recognizing differences of intensity at all. Such differences are not 
the result of an abstract mental comparison, but are immediately given 
through the qualitative differentiation of experience itself, rooted in the 
living body as a site of affection and action.

This position is already articulated in the Essai, where Bergson 
argues that to remove embodied effort is to remove the feeling itself, leav-
ing only a sterile idea:

«Eliminate, in short, all trace of organic disturbance, all tendency towards muscular 

contraction, and all that will be left of anger will be the idea, or, if you still insist 

on making it an emotion, you will be unable to assign it any intensi-

ty.» (Bergson 1913, 30) [2]

This vision of the biological body as a site of agentive and 
temporal effort, rather than as a mechanical spatial sub-
strate, finds further support in recent readings of Bergson’s 
philosophy of biology (Meincke 2021), which emphasize 
how the organism is, by its very nature, a process of tem-
poral integration and creation. The body is not a machine 
producing mental outputs; it is the very material of quali-
tative experience. The muscle tension of rage, the flinching 
of fright, these are not symptoms of the emotion, they are 
the emotion in its embodied, intensive reality. To remove 
the body is to be left with an abstract idea, a ghost of the 
lived quality. 

The problem of measurement, as we will see in the 
next section of this work, is not about searching for pain 
in the body, but in considering the body as a mechanism of summed units, 
when in reality it is perception itself, the body in its inhabiting the world, 
in its acting being a process and thus living the mixture even at the level of 
temporal passages. Bergson’s embodied affectivity is in a state of becom-
ing and therefore is not only presentifying but clearly embedded and con-
tributing to retention and protension (past-future).

In fact, this embodied, processual nature of intensity reveals its 
most profound characteristic: its intrinsic orientation toward the future. 
For Bergson, an affective state is not just an echo of what has happened 

[2] This embodied understanding of 
emotional intensity reveals Bergson’s 
temporal monism: corporeity itself 
is durational process, not spatial 
substance receiving temporal 
modifications. The inseparability of 
intensity from “muscular contractions” 
and “organic vibrations” demonstrates 
that for Bergson, matter is temporality 
incarnate. This position anticipates 
William James’s somatic theory of 
emotions in Principles of Psychology 
(1890) by one year, though Bergson’s 
approach remains more radically 
processual: where James will ground 
emotions in bodily responses 
perceived secondarily, Bergson already 
conceives corporeity as immediate 
temporal modification, durée contract-
ing and dilating rather than spatial 
substrate plus temporal effects.
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but a preparation for what is to come. It is, as he defines pain, as an effort 
of the injured element to restore things to their proper 
place. [3]

Sensation, in its intensive progression, is the first 
form of freedom, a freedom not of a disembodied mind 
but of an organism actively engaged with its world, using 
the qualitative richness of the present to navigate the vir-
tual possibilities of the future.

«But it might be asked whether pleasure and pain, instead of expressing only what 

has just occurred, or what is actually occurring, in the organism, as is usually be-

lieved, could not also point out what is going to, or what is tending to take place. 

[…] The affective state must then correspond not merely to the physical disturbances, 

movements or phenomena which have taken place, but also, and especially, to those 

which are in preparation, those which are getting ready to be.» (Bergson 1913, 33-34)

In this light, intensity sheds its static, episodic and quantitative charac-
ter and emerges as the dynamic pulse of durée itself. It is the rhythm of 
qualitative transformation, the marker of a process where past, present, 
and future interpenetrate in the embodied action of a conscious being. 
This Bergsonian reconceptualization provides the crucial philosophical 
groundwork for understanding why reducing pain to a number on a scale 
is not merely simplistic, but ontologically false. It sets the stage for build-
ing an ontology that can capture the true, processual nature of experience.

§2. The Episodic Paradigm and Its Limitations

Contemporary pain assessment instruments reveal a systematic failure 
to capture the temporal dimensions of suffering. This episodic paradigm 
treats pain as a series of discrete, bounded moments rather than as durée, 
fundamentally misrepresenting the nature of lived experience (Main 2016). 
What emerges is a paradox at the heart of contemporary clinical prac-
tice: while both phenomenological and medical literature unanimously 
recognize pain as a multidimensional and multifactorial phenomenon 
(Geniusas 2022), assessment tools systematically treat intensity as a unidi-
mensional factor measurable on linear scales. 

The entire apparatus of pain measurement, from Numerical Rating 
Scales (NRS) to Visual Analogue Scales (VAS), Verbal Rating Scales (VRS), 
and multidimensional instruments like the McGill Pain Questionnaire 
(MPQ ), commits the same fundamental error: treating intensity as spatial 
magnitude plotted on linear continua (Hjermstad et al. 2011; Chiarotto 
et al. 2019). Even specialized scales reveal this limitation: the Wong-Baker 
FACES Pain Rating Scale, despite using facial expressions to broaden 
emotional connotation, fails to capture temporal and multidimensional 
aspects (Wong & Baker 1988), while the Brief Pain Inventory, though 
including functional assessment, maintains the same episodic fragmen-
tation (Cleeland & Ryan 1994). The category error becomes evident when 
these scales assume commensurability between different pain experi-
ences. A “7/10” rating for chronic arthritis is treated as equivalent to acute 
injury, despite involving completely different temporal structures, emo-
tional configurations, and existential impacts (Lanfredini & Cipriani 2023). 

[3] The original French citation 
is «qu’un effort de l’élément lésé 
pour remettre les choses en place» 
(Bergson 1959, 204).
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This false equivalence demonstrates what Bergson identifies as confusion 
between intensive and extensive multiplicity—the reduction of quali-
tative differences to quantitative degrees (Atisook et al. 2021). Clinical 
empirical experience reveals systematic discordances that point to deeper 
ontological issues. Patients frequently report difficulty translating their 
complex pain experience into numerical values, often requesting clari-
fication about whether the scale refers to physical intensity, emotional 
distress, functional limitation, or overall suffering (Main 2016). This confu-
sion is not a methodological flaw but an inevitable consequence of forcing 
multidimensional, processual experience into unidimensional, episodic 
measurement. If pain involves sensory, affective, cognitive, behavioral, 
and social dimensions, its intensity cannot be reduced to a single number 
but must be understood as the product of an endosmosis between these 
diverse experiential layers, which are always embodied. 

Clinical data consistently reveal systematic disconnections between 
numerical scores and narrative descriptions. Patients who report ‘3 out 
of 10’ often describe it as “a wall between me and my child” or “I can 
no longer plan anything”, metaphors that reveal disruption of relational 
and temporal life (Cipriani 2025). Conversely, patients who assign high 
numerical scores, often “7 or 8 out of 10” sometimes provide surprisingly 
sparse narratives, devoid of the emotional density and functional detail 
that characterize the accounts of those reporting low numbers. These mis-
matches suggest that intensity does not correspond to numerical magni-
tude but rather emerges from the dynamic interplay of heterogeneous 
ontological dimensions. Pain experience dynamically integrates the emo-
tional-affective sphere (“I feel overwhelmed by rage”), the evaluative 
dimension of one’s own capabilities (“I used to be able to lift my dau-
ghter, now I cannot”), the projective orientation toward the future (“I 
don’t know if I will ever return to the work I loved”), the temporal-pre-
dictive element (“every morning is unknown: I don’t know if it will be 
a good or terrible day”), and the motivational aspect (“sometimes I don’t 
even have the strength to get out of bed”). Intensity thus manifests as a 
qualitative progress, a progression through thresholds where these dimen-
sions interpenetrate osmotically in ever-changing configurations within 
the living body. A patient may describe a “terrible day” not because of 
an increase in the sheer magnitude of physical pain, but because of the 
embodied interweaving of motor limitation, emotional frustration, loss of 
projective control, and the unpredictability of acute phases that alternate 
throughout the day. Numerical and analogical scales, in this sense, commit 
what Bergson would call a categorical error: they translate the qualitative 
into quantitative, the intensive into extensive. They assume that intensity 
is a magnitude, and for Bergson all magnitude is by definition spatial and 
extensive, when it is in fact a temporal phenomenon. A patient moving 
from “4” to “7” on a numerical scale is not experiencing a linear increment 
of the same phenomenon, but a reconfiguration of the entire experiential 
constellation, involving emotional, functional, temporal, and relational 
aspects. The reduction of temporality in the MPQ makes this categori-
cal error even more evident. The temporal features of pain are limited to 
descriptors such as brief, momentary, transient, rhythmic, intermittent, 
continuous, stable, or constant, thereby neglecting the fundamental rela-
tion between pain, memory, and expectation, as well as phenomena such 
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as repetition and habituation (Lumley et al. 2011; Villemure & Bushnell 
2002; Wiech & Tracey 2009). Patients’ spontaneous narratives, by con-
trast, constantly reveal this processual character through 
what we may call linguistic thresholds [4] moments where 
figurative language, metaphor, and irony break through 
the limits of propositional description. As Gadamer (1992, 
2008) demonstrates, language is not merely descriptive but 
constitutive of experience itself, revealing how patients’ 
narratives embody the temporal structure of their suffer-
ing rather than simply reporting it. Words such as “always,” 

“never,” “debilitating,” “before,” “limit,” and “persistent” do not refer 
to fixed points on a scale but to passages, thresholds of transformation, 
qualitative articulations of the temporal flow of experience. They show 
that pain operates as a disruptive temporal agent that structures com-
plex orientations involving past, present, and future, generating unique 
configurations of suffering that numerical tools cannot capture. The emo-
tional dimension reveals another significant limitation of the episodic 
paradigm. The MPQ categorises emotions in a present-focused manner, 
omitting states such as trust, disappointment, and hope, which are cen-
tral to lived affective temporality (Lumley et al. 2011; Gilam et al. 2020). 
Moreover, emotions appear dispersed across the questionnaire’s classes, 
not because of a methodological flaw, but because emotions are not con-
sequences of pain: they are variations of pain itself. Pain does not simply 

“cause” boredom or despair, but co-emerges with them in specific affective 
configurations. 

This ontological insight clarifies why discrepancies between numer-
ical ratings and narrative richness are so systematic: patients who report 
low numerical scores often describe complex forms of suffering, while 
others with high scores provide minimal descriptions that omit agency 
and affective nuance (Chiarotto et al. 2019; Hjermstad et al. 2011). The 
mismatch cannot be explained as a technical problem solvable by more 
sophisticated scales. It reflects the deeper ontological inadequacy of any 
approach that reduces qualitative intensity to quantitative measurement. 

As Bergson demonstrates, intensity is not quantitative accumula-
tion but temporal progress, not an extensive magnitude but a qualita-
tive multiplicity unfolding in duration. To capture this dimension, pain 
assessment must be rethought ontologically: instruments must be capable 
of recognising processual becoming rather than merely recording episodic 
states.

§3. Towards a Processual Ontology of Pain with Bergson

The construction of a processual ontology of pain requires clarification of 
our methodological approach. We develop what ontological modeling lit-
erature terms a hybrid ontology (Harré 1997; De Leenheer & Mens 2008), 
a framework that integrates top-down philosophical categories derived 
from Bergsonian analysis with bottom-up linguistic patterns extracted 
from our expanding corpus of pain narratives. This corpus currently com-
prises two distinct datasets: approximately 800 narrative texts collected 
through online calls for pain experiences, and specialized linguistic expres-
sions from chronic back pain patients in clinical settings, with ongoing 

[4] Bergson’s processualisation 
extends to language itself 
(Jankélévitch 1931; Hersch 1932; 
Mathieu 1971; Ronchi 1990; Ronchi 
& Leone 2011) which he conceives 
through specific rhythms and move-
ments such as temporal inversion 
(Cipriani 2024).
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data collection continuing to diversify both the range of pain conditions 
and narrative contexts represented.

This methodology avoids both pure theoretical speculation and 
naive empiricism by allowing conceptual categories to be refined through 
encounter with lived linguistic expression while maintaining philosophi-
cal rigor. Our ontological model operates at multiple levels: foundational 
categories grounded in Bergson’s processual insights; domain-specific 
dimensions that capture pain’s temporal and qualitative structure; and 
application-level subcategories that emerge from analysis of how patients 
across different contexts linguistically articulate their experience.

The result is not a static classificatory system but a dynamic frame-
work capable of evolving as our linguistic dataset expands and diversi-
fies, what we term an ontology of becoming rather than an ontology of 
being. This Bergsonian method does not create new categories but revi-
talizes existing ones, transforming them into tools for thinking of reality 
as a continuous process. By revealing the temporal, processual dimen-
sions latent within established concepts, our approach extends beyond 
pain assessment to fundamental ontological categories themselves. The 
five core dimensions we present, Corporeity, Motivation, Assessment, 
Processual Orientation, and Affectivity, emerge from this ongoing dia-
lectical process between philosophical analysis and the growing diversity 
of pain expressions we continue to collect and analyze. 

These five processual dimensions are systematized in Table 1, which 
presents their key characteristics:

CATEGORY PROCESSUAL CHARACTER ILLUSTRATIVE MODAL 
SUB-DIMENSIONS

CORPOREITY Embodied, shifting sensation Where (localization), How (internal vs 
externalized), How much (acute–mild–
moderate phases)

MOTIVATION Reconfiguration of volition Reactive vs passive orientations

ASSESSMENT Continuous evaluative process Ability to act, ethical/aesthetic/
relational dimensions

PROCESSUAL ORIENTATION Temporal structuring of experience When (activity-linked), Frequency 
(chronic/recurrent), Rhythm (planning 
& predictability)

AFFECTIVITY Emotional modulation of pain Amplifiers vs reducers, empowerment 
vs depowering

This analysis distills pain into its fundamental ontologi-
cal structure through five core processual dimensions that 
capture temporal transformation rather than static states:

	— Corporeity processualizes the corporeal-sensorial 
dimension beyond static bodily sensation into dynamic temporal 
modalities (Merleau-Ponty 1962; Cipriani et al. 2025). Pain mani-
fests through spatial localization (where), internal versus external-
ized perception (how), and what we term “processual phases” (how 
much), transforming traditional medical categories like acute-mod-
erate-mild from static typifications into descriptions of qualitative 
temporal passages as sensation unfolds through time. This connects 
to body perception during pain as alienated, fragmented, or hyper-
sensitized (Scarry 2020; De Haro 2011; Svenaeus 2015).

	— Motivation captures the processual relationship between pain and 

[TABLE 1] Five Processual Categories 
of Pain Experience: A Bergsonian 
Framework
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volition (Broonen et al. 2011; Sweeney et al. 2019), expressed through 
reactive orientation that maintains projective autonomy versus pas-
sive orientation where subjects become subsumed within expand-
ing pain experience, rendering them non-projective. This temporal 
dimension shows how motivation constitutes rather than merely 
accompanies pain experience.

	— Assessment reveals pain’s sprawling character, pervasively under-
mining every experiential level from relationships to planning abil-
ity. As atmospheric quality across the subject’s entire vital dimen-
sion (Breivik et al. 2008), it manifests through ability to act and 
fundamental ethical-aesthetic evaluations encompassing treat-
ment, relational, and environmental dimensions. These modalities 
require investigating both positive and negative polarities essen-
tial for value-based assessment (Fernandez & Turk 1995; Cano & 
Williams 2010; Dueñas et al. 2016).

	— Processual Orientation addresses temporality within pain experi-
ence through activity-linked timing (when), particularly sleep-emo-
tional connections (Baglioni et al. 2010; Finan et al. 2013), experien-
tial rather than medical frequency categorization (frequency), and 
predictability rhythm (rhythm) that sets life’s general pace and 
affects future projection. This moves beyond chronological time 
toward lived temporality emerging from qualitative flow rather 
than imposed measurement (Villemure & Bushnell, 2002; Wiech & 
Tracey 2009; Greenfeld et al. 2024).

	— Affectivity processualizes emotions from discrete positive/nega-
tive states to dynamic modifiers participating in ongoing qualita-
tive variation (Gilam et al. 2020; Lumley et al. 2011). Drawing on 
Spinoza’s theory of affects (Ethics III, propositions 53-59), emotions 
become pain intensifier/deintensifier analogous to empowering/
depowering concepts, avoiding inherent positive/negative treat-
ment and instead evaluating their specific role in each individual’s 
qualitative progression (Spinoza 2020; Sullivan et al. 2001).

This processual nature emerges clearly in linguistic expression of pain 
experience. Analysis of pain narratives demonstrates how descriptors 
like always, never, debilitating, persistent function as temporal markers 
rather than static labels, revealing pain as disruptive temporal agent pro-
ducing complex orientations involving past, present, and future (Cipriani 
& Lanfredini 2024; Bullo 2020; Jurecic 2012; Cipriani 2024).

Applied to pain experience, this processual approach transforms our 
understanding of traditional medical categories. Our analysis of pain nar-
ratives reveals how patients linguistically frame suffering through catego-
ries that correspond remarkably to Bergson’s philosophy, particularly his 
analysis of intensity as qualitative progression rather than numerical-spa-
tial measurement.

The processual categories developed through ontological analysis of 
pain narratives correspond remarkably to Bergson’s philosophy, particu-
larly his analysis of intensity in the Essai. Bergson’s critique of spatial 
measurement applied to temporal phenomena provides the theoretical 
foundation for understanding why contemporary pain assessment tools 
systematically fail to capture lived experience (Main 2016; Hudes 2011; 
Bernabé et al. 2023; Johnson et al. 2023). In pain assessment, this manifests 
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in the assumption that intensity can be represented through numer-
ical scales that treat qualitative variation as quantitative difference. As 
Bergson demonstrates, intensity is not a matter of «more or less» in spatial 
terms but involves qualitative progression through time. The processual 
phases we have identified in pain experience correspond to what Bergson 
describes as qualitative multiplicities rather than extensive quantities. 
These phases represent different modes of temporal becoming rather than 
different points on a spatial continuum.

Pain experience cannot be adequately explained through dichoto-
mies such as physical/mental, subjective/objective, or qualitative/quanti-
tative. Instead, it represents what Bergson would recognize as a complex 
phenomenon that requires processual analysis. Our ontological model 
demonstrates how categories can be processualized to capture this multi-
dimension character: temporal orientation involves both subjective tem-
poral flow and intersubjective rhythms; affective dimensions combine 
bodily sensation with emotional modulation in ways that resist neat sep-
aration (Gilam et al. 2020; Lumley et al. 2011).

The concept of threshold emerges as a latent but crucial element 
in Bergson’s philosophy, not the quantitative threshold of psychophys-
ics, but a marker of qualitative transitions. Thresholds mark qualitative 
transitions/passages, moments where sensation becomes suffering, acute 
phases become chronic, or emotions shift from pain-reducing to pain-am-
plifying. These thresholds are not arbitrary cut-off points but genuine dif-
ferences in kind that emerge through temporal process. They exemplify 
how lived pain embodies Bergson’s notion of qualitative 
difference. [5]

The movement from application to broader philo-
sophical implications reveals how Bergson’s processual 
ontology provides resources for contemporary work that 
moves beyond traditional boundaries. This type of ontol-
ogy offers a framework for understanding complex phe-
nomena that resist reduction. The processualisation of 
categories thus represents a distinctly Bergsonian method 
that revitalizes concepts rather than simply inventing new 
ones. The work with pain ontology shows how this method 
can be applied to empirical problems while retaining philosophical rigor.

Through this analysis, we see how Bergsonian concepts are oper-
ationalized: extension becomes temporal and qualitative rather than 
merely spatial; emotions become dynamic modifications rather than 
static states; intensity becomes qualitative progression rather than quan-
titative measurement. Proceeding from Bergson’s reconceptualization of 
intensity, our proposal radicalizes his insights by demonstrating that the 
qualitative progression of pain experience emerges through the dynamic 
integration of all ontological categories we have derived from narrative 
analysis - corporeity, motivation, assessment, processual orientation, and 
affectivity - rather than being confined to affective dimensions alone: 

«If such be the case, we shall not compare a pain of increasing intensity to a note 

which grows louder and louder, but rather to a symphony, in which an increasing 

number of instruments make themselves.» (Bergson 1913, 35). 

[5] While Bergson links intensity to 
the temporal dynamics of life (durée), 
later thinkers have further elaborated 
this idea. In Process and Reality 
(1929/1978), Whitehead frames inten-
sity as intrinsic to the relational logic 
of process, wherein each experience 
constitutes an event integrating 
heterogeneous qualities. Our work 
draws on this lineage to propose an 
ontological framework for pain as a 
structurally processual phenomenon
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Pain assessment instruments inspired by this type of ontology would need 
to capture temporal rhythms, qualitative thresholds, and dynamic emo-
tional modifications instead of reducing experience to numbers. Such 
instruments would listen to patients’ narratives: the ways pain ebbs and 
flows through daily rhythms, the emotional atmospheres that intensify 
or reduce suffering, and the temporal horizons structuring hope and 
despair. These are not merely «subjective» additions to «objective» mea-
surement but the actual structure of pain as a lived phenomenon. This 
demonstrates the contemporary relevance of Bergson’s philosophy - long 
dismissed as anti-scientific vitalism or abstract spiritualism (Russell 1912; 
see also Deleuze 1966/1988; Mullarkey 1999) - as a framework capable of 
ontological innovation with concrete applications in empirical research.

Conclusion

By translating Bergson’s processual insights into a structured ontology of 
pain, this article contributes to a broader philosophical reconsideration 
of process. It provides a framework for understanding complex phenom-
ena that resist reduction, demonstrating the enduring power of process 
thought to innovate both theory and practice.

This analysis demonstrates that Bergson’s processual ontology pro-
vides not merely abstract speculation but a robust theoretical foundation 
for addressing concrete empirical problems. The case of pain experi-
ence serves as a paradigmatic example: it resists episodic and quantita-
tive reduction, demanding instead a framework capable of capturing its 
dynamic, temporal, and qualitatively heterogeneous nature. By moving 
from Bergson’s philosophical categories to their operationalization in the 
above mentioned five processual dimensions, we have shown how his 
method of processualization revitalizes existing concepts. This approach 
transforms static categories into tools for analyzing reality as a continuous 
becoming. The implications extend beyond pain to any complex phenom-
enon where temporal flow and qualitative variation challenge reductive 
analysis. This work exemplifies a mode of experimental metaphysics, 
akin to what Bergson in his Introduction to Metaphysics (1903/1999) calls 
‘integral experience’, where philosophical rigor is maintained through 
direct engagement with empirical phenomena. Bergson’s processual rev-
olution remains a vital resource for contemporary thought, offering a 
pathway to ontologies that truly respect the creative, durational nature 
of experience. Thus, this contribution would not only aim to advance an 
ontology of pain, but would also seek to participate in a broader rethink-
ing of process, its categories, its applications, and its philosophical stakes, 
within a lineage that, from Spinoza to Bergson, James, Merleau-Ponty, 
and Whitehead, continues to nourish contemporary thought.
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