
Synthetic biology becomes much easier to understand when we stop beginning with 
laboratories and begin with an ordinary living cell. A cell is the smallest basic unit of life, 
and inside it is DNA, the chemical material that carries biological instructions. A gene is 
simply a particular section of that DNA containing instructions the cell can use. Many 
genes help the cell make proteins, and proteins are the working molecules that build 
structures, carry messages, defend the body, move materials, and perform thousands of 
other jobs. So when scientists work with DNA, they are working with instructions that 
affect what a living cell can do. Synthetic biology takes that idea farther: instead of only 
studying those instructions, scientists deliberately rearrange, add, remove, or design 
some of them so a cell performs a useful new job. (Genomics.gov) 

Think of a bacterium as a microscopic factory that already knows how to stay alive. It 
brings materials inside, breaks substances down, produces energy, builds molecules, 
removes waste, repairs itself, and reproduces. Scientists do not have to invent all of that 
machinery because nature already built it. They can sometimes change the instructions 
controlling part of the factory and persuade the cell to manufacture something different. 
Imagine walking into a factory that normally produces chairs and discovering that the 
machines can be rearranged so the same factory begins producing tables. Synthetic 
biology attempts something similar with living cells, except the “machines” are 
biological processes and the instructions are written largely through DNA and other 
molecules that control how genes behave. 

This does not mean scientists simply type instructions into a computer and command 
life to obey. A cell is vastly more complicated than a computer. If we tell ordinary 
software to add two numbers, it does not become tired, hungry, mutate, reproduce, or 
decide that another task is more important. Cells do all kinds of things at once because 
they must remain alive while carrying out whatever new job scientists have given them. 
An engineered bacterium might be told to produce a medicine, but that bacterium still 
needs energy to maintain itself, repair damage, copy its DNA, and divide. If scientists 
demand too much production, the cell may grow slowly or stop functioning properly. 
This is one reason biological engineering requires constant testing rather than simply 
assuming that a design that looks good on paper will work in a living organism. (NIST) 

A good way to see the difference between ordinary genetic engineering and synthetic 
biology is to imagine working on a house. Genetic engineering might resemble replacing 
one light switch or adding one new appliance. Scientists may take a gene that produces a 
useful characteristic and place it into another organism. Synthetic biology can go further 
by asking whether the lights, sensors, locks, alarms, and appliances can be connected 
into an entire system that responds differently depending on what is happening. Instead 
of giving a cell only one new ability, researchers might design several biological 
instructions that work together. The cell could detect one chemical, ignore another, wait 
until two particular signals appear together, and then manufacture a substance or 
produce a visible color. Genetic engineering changes biological instructions; synthetic 
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biology increasingly tries to organize those changes into working biological systems. 
(Genomics.gov) 

Imagine scientists want bacteria that can warn people when drinking water contains a 
certain contaminant. First, the bacterium needs some way to recognize the contaminant. 
Scientists could connect that recognition process to another set of genetic instructions 
that causes the bacterium to produce a visible color when the chemical is detected. 
Nothing inside the bacterium “knows” that it is protecting drinking water. Molecules 
simply interact according to the biological system scientists arranged. The contaminant 
becomes the input, meaning the information entering the system, and the color becomes 
the output, meaning the response coming from it. Once we understand that simple 
input-and-output idea, many synthetic biology projects become easier to follow because 
researchers are often trying to make cells sense something and then respond in a 
planned way. 

Medicine gives us an even more interesting possibility. Imagine an engineered cell 
placed inside the body that remains quiet most of the time but becomes active when it 
detects several signs associated with disease. Instead of releasing medicine everywhere, 
the cell might eventually be designed to release a treatment only where certain biological 
conditions are present. Researchers are especially interested in this kind of control 
because the human body contains many cells that resemble one another. Cancer is 
difficult partly because a cancer cell is still one of our own cells that has changed and 
begun behaving dangerously; it is not a completely foreign creature wearing an obvious 
label. A more advanced engineered system could potentially be designed to look for 
several characteristics before acting, reducing the chance that one signal alone triggers 
the response. This is one reason scientists sometimes describe engineered cells as 
being able to perform a kind of biological logic—not because the cells are thinking, but 
because their molecular instructions can be arranged so that one event occurs only 
when certain conditions are satisfied. (NIST) 

The word synthetic can also create the wrong picture. It can sound as though scientists 
are routinely building entire living creatures from a pile of chemicals, but most synthetic 
biology does not work that way. Researchers usually begin with cells or biological 
components that already exist and then redesign parts of them. Scientists have made 
synthetic DNA, and researchers have even constructed bacterial genomes—the genome 
is the organism's complete set of DNA instructions—and placed those manufactured 
genomes into existing cells. The new DNA could then direct the cell's activities and be 
copied as the cells reproduced. That was an extraordinary accomplishment, but the 
surrounding cell machinery was already there; scientists had not assembled every piece 
of life from nonliving material. Researchers are still working toward much more 
ambitious forms of synthetic cells, and even deciding exactly what should qualify as a 
completely synthetic living cell remains an active scientific question. (NIST) 

The factory idea becomes especially useful when we look at manufacturing. Yeast and 
bacteria already perform chemistry every second of their lives, and humans have taken 
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advantage of microorganisms for thousands of years through fermentation. Fermentation 
is the use of microorganisms such as yeast or bacteria to transform substances; bread, 
yogurt, beer, and many cheeses depend on forms of it. Modern biological engineering 
can change what those organisms manufacture. Instead of asking yeast only to perform 
the chemistry associated with baking or brewing, researchers can alter biological 
pathways so cells help produce medicines, chemicals, fragrances, food ingredients, 
fuels, or materials. A large fermentation tank can therefore become a factory filled not 
with mechanical workers but with billions of microscopic living producers performing 
chemical reactions simultaneously. 

Now imagine the same idea applied to farming. Scientists might try to help plants handle 
drought better, resist particular diseases, use nutrients more efficiently, or produce 
different substances. Environmental researchers can explore microorganisms that detect 
pollution or help convert waste into useful materials. Engineers can investigate 
biological systems that produce substances currently made from petroleum. Medical 
scientists can redesign cells to recognize disease. These areas can sound unrelated until 
we recognize the common idea underneath them: scientists are learning how biological 
instructions affect behavior and then attempting to redirect some of that behavior toward 
a human purpose. Synthetic biology is therefore not one invention. It is a way of 
approaching biology as something that can sometimes be designed. 

The design process itself is much less magical than futuristic headlines make it sound. 
Scientists usually begin with an idea, build a biological version of that idea, test it, 
observe what went wrong, learn from the results, and then redesign it. This is often 
called the design-build-test-learn cycle. Suppose scientists design bacteria that should 
produce a useful chemical. The bacteria may produce too little, grow too slowly, waste 
too much energy, or stop producing the chemical after many generations. Each failure 
reveals another part of the system that scientists did not understand well enough. The 
next design changes something and the experiment begins again, which is why synthetic 
biology remains deeply connected to ordinary scientific trial, measurement, and 
correction rather than being a field where researchers simply invent organisms 
successfully on the first attempt. (NIST) 

Evolution makes the challenge even more interesting. Evolution simply means that 
biological populations change across generations as some inherited characteristics 
become more common than others. Imagine scientists engineer bacteria to spend 
enormous amounts of energy manufacturing a chemical humans want. That chemical 
may benefit us, but producing it may be exhausting for the bacteria. If a mutation—a 
change in DNA—appears that allows one bacterium to stop making the expensive 
product, that bacterium might grow faster than the hardworking engineered cells around 
it. After enough generations, the “lazy” version could begin taking over the population. 
Scientists therefore have to think not only about whether their design works today but 
also whether living organisms will continue carrying out that design after reproducing 
again and again. 
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This is why scientists cannot simply release every engineered organism into the world 
and hope for the best. A bacterium behaving predictably inside a controlled laboratory 
may face completely different conditions in soil, water, an animal, or another ecosystem. 
Researchers work on biological containment, meaning ways of limiting where an 
engineered organism can survive or function. One idea is to make the organism 
dependent on something supplied only in the laboratory, so it struggles to survive if it 
escapes. Physical containment, careful laboratory procedures, monitoring, and 
regulation are also important because no biological safeguard should casually be treated 
as perfect. Living things interact, reproduce, mutate, and encounter environments 
scientists cannot completely control, so the power to redesign biology has to be 
accompanied by serious attention to what happens outside the experiment. 

CRISPR fits into this story as a tool rather than the whole subject. CRISPR is a 
technology that allows scientists to target particular locations in DNA and make changes 
there. People sometimes call it genetic scissors because some versions can cut DNA at 
selected locations, although modern CRISPR tools can do more than simply cut. 
Synthetic biology may use CRISPR when scientists need to change particular genes, but 
the larger project may involve many other components. Think of CRISPR as an extremely 
useful tool inside the workshop; synthetic biology is the larger practice of deciding what 
biological system should be built and how its different pieces should work together. 

The simplest way to keep the whole subject in our heads is to return to one bacterium. 
Picture a microscopic living cell floating in a laboratory container. Inside that cell is DNA 
carrying instructions. Scientists understand enough about several of those instructions 
to change them. They add a biological sensor that notices a particular chemical, connect 
that sensor to genetic instructions that activate only when the chemical appears, and 
connect those instructions to production of a visible color. The bacterium now performs 
a job its ancestors never performed in exactly that way: chemical appears, the cell 
detects it, biological instructions activate, and the cell changes color. 

That small example contains almost the entire foundation of synthetic biology. The 
scientists did not teach the bacterium to think, and they did not magically create life. 
They learned enough about the machinery already operating inside life to rearrange 
some of its instructions and produce a new behavior. From that beginning, the 
possibilities expand toward medicine, agriculture, manufacturing, environmental 
protection, new materials, and forms of biological technology that are still being 
invented. 

The part worth holding onto is that synthetic biology is really about learning the 
language of living systems well enough to begin designing carefully with that language. 
We already know some words and sentences. We can rearrange certain instructions and 
occasionally write new ones. We can make cells do remarkable things that would have 
sounded impossible not long ago. But we are nowhere near reading the entire book of 
life with perfect understanding, and every experiment that surprises scientists is another 
reminder that biology is far deeper than DNA alone. 



That is what makes the field exciting rather than frighteningly simple. Humanity has 
reached the point where we can alter some of life's instructions, while life continues 
showing us that understanding a few instructions is very different from understanding 
everything they become once they begin working together. 

 

 


