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Without standards, the world as we know it would not be possible.
International and supra-cultural standards and norms have been a key
factor in engineering, as well as in the development of industrial societies.
Despite the obvious successes in electronic and mechanical design, other
technological areas present difficulties for the application of standards. In
the field of biotechnology and synthetic biology – which aims at studying
living things from an engineering perspective – standards are desirable, but
whether they can be widely adopted remains to be proved.
This monograph reviews the sociological and scientific aspects of
standardisation and delves into the more problematic facets of universal
standardisation, especially in the biological field. Are standards possible in
synthetic biology at all? What are the limitations to the universal use of modular
and interchangeable parts in a cellular context? Could it be that the biological
world resists standardisation, similarly to the field of software engineering,
where these attempts have not progressed? And should some kind of standard
be applicable in synthetic biology, what qualities might be required in an
environment of open science and responsible research and innovation?
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This monograph on standards and norms is visually accompanied by a series of iconic works of art: in their
compositions, Magritte, Escher, Warhol, and Bacon played with shapes, repetition, and variations, concepts
that play a key role in both the establishment of standards and their potential success or failure. But in these
pages, we will also find two different works of art: on the one hand, the Rosetta stone, one of the first pieces
that can account for human social complexity. On the other hand, the manuscript of one of Bach’s compositions,
proof that the use of standards and patterns – in music and language – can lead to the creation of something
truly beautiful and unique. On the left, René Magritte. Golconde, 1953. Oil on canvas, 100.6 × 80.7 cm.
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