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Lessons from history: promises and realities of the artificial synthesis of life.
Synthetic biology aims at the design and construction of biological devices and systems for
useful purposes. Nevertheless, the combination of our still fragmentary biological
knowledge and the messy nature of biological devices are major challenges for engineering
life in a predictive manner. Yet, the desire to make life is not new. Materialist and
evolutionist scientists over a century ago were convinced of the possibility and even the
need to synthesize living beings to advance the knowledge on the nature and origin of life.
In retrospect, that promises were premature, but journalists presented many advances in
biology in the past century as an attempted synthesis of life. Nor is it new, therefore, the
fine line which separates the scientific enthusiasm from hype.

