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Introduction

WHAT IS SYNTHETIC BIOLOGY, EXACTLY?

You may know it when you see it, but how would you
define it? Synthetic biology is undoubtedly a new, rap-
idly growing field that is captivating students and
researchers alike. Yet, like life itself, synthetic biology is
notoriously hard to define. Though the term “synthetic
biology” was coined a century ago, its use only came into
vogue one decade ago. This “renaissance” cannot be
attributed to any single breakthrough or publication, so
why did it occur? How does synthetic biology differ
from, for example, the older field of biotechnology that
encompasses DNA cloning, the polymerase chain reac-
tion (PCR), monoclonal antibodies and protein overex-
pression? Engineers may emphasize “the development
of foundational technologies that make the design and
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