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When I was invited to write an essay about a work that would have impacted me,
at first I thought “impossible, I don’t have time”. The feeling of “not having time”
is indeed one of the silent transformations that have taken over the academic world
in recent times. I gave it a second thought and decided to write precisely about
Francoise Jullien and his book The Silent Transformations. In recent years, I am reading
fewer and fewer works with the potential to leave a mark, to have an impact that
produces changes. I think that this is so, in part, because of the neoliberal turn in
academic production that causes articles to be produced in bulk, even from starting
points of criticism of the neoliberal knowledge production system.

When this invitation came to me, the first work that came to my mind was The
Silent Transformations. Although the book has marked my thinking since I first read it
in 2015, I have only recently used it for the first time in my research. The present
essay is based on an article in which I apply Jullien’s concepts to reflect on the silent
transformations of heritage regimes (Sanchez-Carretero 2022). I have used the
Spanish translation of The Silent Transformations for the passages I quote (Jullien
2010a), but I include in the list of cited works its original version in French (Jullien
2009), and the translations into German (Jullien 2010b) and English (Jullien 2011).
It is a short book of about 100 pages and it will not be difficult—for the interested
reader—to find the passages that I translate from Spanish.

Jullien is a sinologist and philosopher who has centered his work on a difficult—
I would even say impossible—issue: how to think the unthinkable. In order to make
visible the gaps in thought, he proposes moving away from the philosophical
models expressed in Indo-European languages because they reproduce models of
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thought that would not allow us to approach the unthinkable. Instead, Jullien
focuses on pre-nineteenth century Chinese thought as expressed in philosophical
texts—mostly on the writings of Laozi, Sunzi, Confucius, Mencius, and Zhuangzi,
but also on the Y7 Jing; and he comes to an interesting conclusion: the trans-
formation itself would constitute one of these places of the unthinkable in Indo-
European languages.

Jullien makes a trip back to pre-nineteenth century Chinese philosophical
thought (where there was, for example, no word for time) to refocus on the themes
of philosophy produced in Indo-European languages (especially Greek philosophy).
Accotding to him, “China” (Chinese thought/philosophy) allows distance to
explore the unthinkable of Western thought, to question what is evident; and when
seen from other philosophical systems is something surprising. In other words, he
does not go to China in search of exoticism but in a pragmatic way, to use it as a
platform from which to think about Europe.

In his book, The Silent Transformations, Jullien tries to understand changes, such
as aging, through the moments in which the transformation becomes evident, but
without an event that triggers it: these are the moments of the sudden. When a
person looks in the mirror and, suddenly, sees the marks of the passage of time; she
is not what she was and, at the same time, she is the same ... and everything ages:
the look, the tone of the voice, the gesture:

Growing we don’t see growing: neither the trees, nor the children. But one
day, when we look at them again, we are surprised that the trunk is already
so thick or that the child already reaches our shoulders. Getting old: we don’t
see getting old. Not only because we age endlessly and aging is too
progressive and continuous to be seen; but also because everything in us ages
(Jullien 2010a: 11).

Jullien focuses on understanding the change itself, but without breaking the process
into stages, without marking it with events. He considers, for example, how to
analyze the processes in which something and its opposite are not excluded; further-
more, processes in which something and the opposite are already part of the same
“being.” For him, “preconceived ideas of being [in European thought| prevent us
from thinking about transition” (27). Being and not being are acting at the same
time; and in non-being there is already the beginning of being.

Jullien also speaks of the obsession with ontologies in philosophy expressed in
Indo-European languages—without dialoguing with what in anthropology we
know as an ontological turn. To understand the change, Greek philosophy
Aristotle, in particular—includes a third term between being and not-being: a
substrate-subject; a “what changes” that would be below the opposites. That is,
Aristotle introduces a new ontologizing term to refer to what happens between one
and the other. As Jullien explains, “Chinese thought escapes this difficulty for the
simple reason that it does not try to under-understand the third term, substrate-
subject of change” (32). The transition is, from the point of view of the logos,
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the stumbling block of Greek thought; in it appears symptomatically what
Greek thought is at a disadvantage: what it has devoted less to thinking,
because it is less equipped to do so, to which, consequently, in Europe, we
have paid less attention. “Disadvantage” that, of course, I can only measure
from a distance: in this case in relation to the other possibility that I have just
outlined and that is intensely exploited by Chinese thought (29).

I am going to go into more detail in two basic ideas of his proposal: the obsession
with the events of what Jullien calls “European thought” and the concept of
efficacy. According to Jullien, to enter into the knowledge of the transformations
themselves, the important thing is not to understand the events, but to understand
the silent transformation of the process. The adjective “silent” is essential because
it focuses on what is not seen, not heard, but which is constantly changing:

“Silent” is more exact than invisible, even more expressive. Because not only
is this transformation not perceived, but it occurs without attracting atten-
tion, without alerting “in silence”: without being noticed and independently
of us; one would say that it does not want to bother us (12).

The change is not what occurs when its effects are seen, but it was already occurring
from potentiality: this is what explains the transition from love to lack of love, for
example; or the seasons, which follow one another without a strict limit: a lot
happens and it seems that nothing happens.

Another key concept is “efficacy,” which has to do with the idea of “building
models” and progress. According to Greek thought, there must be an ideal model
to approach to achieve goals. In other words, there is first a modeling and then an
application; a willingness to implement. Research works in the same way, with
objectives to be reached and a strategy to achieve them. Jullien uses the simile of
war: generals—in what he calls “European thinking” —meet to set the ideal model
of what they want to achieve and develop tactics to reach their goals:

A common way of approaching efficacy, which was developed to a great
extent by Greek philosophy, is to conceive an ideal form (eidos), something
like a must-be, which is placed on a different plane, which sets itself as an
objective (telos) and that serves as a model and a paradigm ... but another
way of considering efficacy, as read especially in the Arts of War of ancient
China, is not by reconfiguring the situation on an ideal model that is placed
on another plane and which is proposed as an end, but by maturing the
existing conditions, in which the situation itself is involved. That is, to
transform a given situation in such a way that it gradually leans towards the
favorable direction (97-98).

Monuments are made for the good general in Europe if he has won a battle. The
good general in pre-nineteenth century Chinese philosophical texts is the one who
never gets a statue because there has been no battle to win. Ultimately, celebrating



338 Cristina Sanchez-Carretero

the event has to do with the previous point because marking the concrete event as
the turning point of a process is to put the emphasis on the event—not on the
transformation itself—and on the “being” (hence the ontologizing obsession) of
the event; seeing “the process” as a separate ontologized entity.

Jullien makes it very clear in his writings that he does not speak of contemporary
China, but he uses books prior to the nineteenth century to see with different eyes
the gaps, the silences, in what he calls “European thinking.” It is precisely this two-
block separation—Chinese thought versus European thinking—swhich makes
Jullien’s proposals so difficult to work with in our disciplines: how to apply ideas
that start from a place of dichotomous thought that is one of the main bones of
contention in anthropology and ethnology? Also, how to use notions that come
from a dominant Chinese thought that has caused so many social inequalities? How
not to deconstruct categories like “European thinking”? How not to make a
decolonial and feminist critique inscribed in southern epistemologies of these
expressions?

Jullien has also suffered this critique from other philosophers. Jean Francois
Billeter, for instance, strongly criticizes his suggestions, to such an extent that he
dedicates a book to the subject, entitled Contre Frangois Jullien (2006). In this book,
Billeter reproaches Jullien for speaking of China in this way because it means
assuming a monolithic identity, denying, according to Billeter, the historicity and
heterogeneity of China. Furthermore, Billeter harshly admonishes Jullien for repro-
ducing an imperial ideology, accusing him that the republican French intellectuals
are in tune with that imperial ideology. In turn, this heightened criticism of Billeter
prompted Jullien’s supporters, including Bruno Latour, Alain Badiou, sociologists
like Philippe d’Iribarne, or psychoanalysts like Jean Allouch to write in support of
Jullien (Allouch et al. 2007).

Leaving these controversies aside, I am interested in rescuing Jullien’s thought
as a metaphor to focus on the transformation itself, on the dialogue between order
and chaos. Using the philosopher Javier Bustamante Donas’ words, in Chinese
practical philosophy, “it is not the Hegelian unfolding of being or the virtuous
repetition of seasonal cycles that explains history, but this interwoven dance of
order and chaos” (Bustamante Donas 2014: 30-35).

I have introduced the concept of “silent transformations” as a metaphor (not as
a theoretical model) to counteract the ideology of rupture and the culture of events
that has imperceptibly dominated certain ways of thinking (Jullien 2010a: 82); Also,
to think from another angle what could be called “moments of the sudden.” The
moments that reveal the transformation itself, like writing this essay about Francoise
Jullien.
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