
  

INCLUSIVE PROSPERITY

Jos de Mul is professor in Philosophical 

Anthropology and its History and head of 

the section Philosophy of Man and Culture 

at Erasmus University Rotterdam. He has 

been visiting professor at the University 

of Michigan, Fudan University Shanghai, 

Ritsumeikan University in Kyoto, and he 

was also a visiting Fellow at the Institute for 

Advanced Study in Princeton. His research 

interests include topics such as the impact of 

information and communication technology 

on humans, links between the humanities 

and life sciences, and the rise of visual culture 

and contemporary art. His work straddles 

two key areas of interdisciplinary research – 

interpretation in nature linking to life sciences 

and systems biology, and the impact of 

information technology on humans. 

Information technology and biology 

have gradually merged since the 1950s. 

The systems biologist Dennis Noble 

at Oxford, with whom de Mul has 

collaborated, pioneered work on ‘biology 

beyond the genes’. As a philosopher and 

anthropologist, de Mul analyses concepts 

like ‘genetic information’, ‘downward 

causation’ and ‘emergence’. Against 

the reductionist notion of ‘selfish genes’ 

(Dawkins), systems biology comprehends 

the genome as a ‘genetic database’ used 

and interpreted by tissues and organs 
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“What is it to be human? In a complex world, increasingly driven by (bio)technologies  

and globalisation, this question is more important than ever. Research and collaborations 

led by Professor Jos de Mul at Erasmus are at the forefront of contributing to finding 

integrated answers to the human condition and how we sustain and enrich a good society.”
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from a pragmatic, teleological perspective.  

The intersection of this philosophical work 

with science has great significance in 

informing integrated biological approaches. 

De Mul collaborates with Professor Frank 

Grosveld at Erasmus MC, a cell biologist whose 

principal research focus is mechanisms of 

gene regulation and epigenetic phenomena 

and whose group has carried out pioneering 

work in many aspects of gene regulation.

Professor de Mul is a key player in the 

major inter-disciplinary research project  

(2011-2016) ‘What can the humanities 

contribute to our practical self-

understanding’. The research is funded 

by NWO and involves researchers from 

Erasmus, Utrecht and Leiden Universities. 

The research investigates how diverse 

contemporary perspectives on what it 

means to be human interact with each other, 

and explores the role that the humanities 

play in the integration of these diverse 

perspectives. The goals of the programme 

are 1) to identify academic debates – e.g. 

on genetics - where there is an urgent need 

to transcend the boundaries of a discipline 

towards a more general perspective on 

the human being, and 2) to examine the 

theoretical and methodological resources 

of the humanities – e.g. hermeneutics and 

semiotics - for articulating and developing 

forms of practical self-understanding.  

This capacity forms the basis of not only 

a large part of our everyday experiences, 

but also of many of our social, cultural and 

political institutions.

Our life stories and identity, the fabric 

of a strong society, are constructed 

via individual and collective narratives.  

But what happens if we no longer use 

stories as the main material and instead 

use social media like Facebook which 

construct our identities with the help of 

databases and big data? Alongside the 

huge benefits in efficiency and information 

and the drawbacks regarding privacy and 

security that this brings, fundamental 

questions about the human condition also 

arise:  if databases have replaced stories as 

the main constructing material, what does 

this mean for our identity and cohesion  

as a society?

Results & next steps 

• Next to a series of national and international scientific articles and books, among the  

 results of de Mul’s research are also many successful PhD projects (25 supervised by him  

 have been completed so far) and keynote lectures at international conferences. 

• In addition, de Mul has written a report on trust in the networked era for the Ministry  

 of the Interior and Kingdom Relations, regularly publishes popular essays about his research  

 in newspapers like Trouw and weekly’s like Vrij Nederland, and is an often invited speaker  

 in the public domain. 

• In his more recent work, de Mul investigates the impact of brain-computer interfaces and  

 robotics on human self-understanding and identity. 
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Impact

What is it to be human? In a complex world, increasingly driven by (bio)technologies and 

globalisation this question is more important than ever. Professor de Mul’s research and 

collaborations are at the forefront of contributing to finding integrated answers to the 

human condition and how we can sustain and enrich a good society. 
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