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Introduction

Genetics affects all living things. Although sometimes complicated and 
always diverse, all genetics comes down to basic principles of heredity — 

how traits are passed from one generation to the next — and how DNA is put 
together. As a science, genetics is a fast growing field because of its untapped 
potential — for good and for bad. Despite its complexity, genetics can be sur-
prisingly accessible. Genetics is a bit like peeking behind a movie’s special 
effects to find a deceptively simple and elegant system running the whole show.

About This Book
Genetics For Dummies, 2nd Edition, is an overview of the entire field of genet-
ics. My goal is to explain every topic so that anyone, even someone without 
any genetics background at all, can follow the subject and understand how 
it works. As in the first edition, I include many examples from the frontiers 
of research. I also make sure that the book has detailed coverage of some 
of the hottest topics that you hear about in the news: cloning, gene therapy, 
and forensics. And I address the practical side of genetics: how it affects your 
health and the world around you. In short, this book is designed to be a solid 
introduction to genetics basics and to provide some details on the subject.

Genetics is a fast-paced field; new discoveries are coming out all the time. 
You can use this book to help you get through your genetics course or for 
self-guided study. Genetics For Dummies, 2nd Edition, provides enough 
information for you to get a handle on the latest press coverage, understand 
the genetics jargon that mystery writers like to toss around, and translate 
information imparted to you by medical professionals. The book is filled with 
stories of key discoveries and “wow” developments. Although I try to keep 
things light and inject some humor when possible, at the same time, I make 
every effort to be sensitive to whatever your circumstances may be.

This book is a great guide if you know nothing at all about genetics. If you 
already have some background, then you’re set to dive into the details of the 
subject and expand your horizons.
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2 Genetics For Dummies, 2nd Edition 

Conventions Used in This Book
I teach genetics in a university. It would be very easy for me to use specialized 
language that you’d need a translator to understand, but what fun would that 
be? Throughout this book, I avoid jargon as much as possible, but at the same 
time, I use and carefully define terms that scientists actually use. After all, it 
may be important for you to understand some of these multisyllabic jawbreak-
ers in the course of your studies or your, or a loved one’s, medical treatment.

To help you navigate through this book, I also use the following typographi-
cal conventions:

 ✓ I use italic for emphasis and to highlight new words or terms that I 
define in the text.

 ✓ I use boldface to indicate keywords in bulleted lists or the action parts 
of numbered steps.

 ✓ I use monofont for Web sites and e-mail addresses. Note that some Web 
addresses may break across two lines of text. In such cases, I haven’t 
inserted any hyphens to indicate a break. So if you type exactly what 
you see — pretending that the line break doesn’t exist — you can get to 
your Web destination.

What You’re Not to Read
Anytime you see a Technical Stuff icon (see “Icons Used in This Book” later in 
this introduction), you can cruise past the information it’s attached to without 
missing a key explanation. For the serious reader (or a student intent on earn-
ing a high score), the technical bits add depth and detail to the book. You also 
have permission to skip the shaded gray boxes known as sidebars. Doing so 
doesn’t affect your understanding of the subject at hand, but I pull together 
lots of amazing details in these boxes — from how aging affects your DNA (and 
vice versa) to how genetics affects your food — so I’m guessing (or at least 
hoping!) that the sidebars will grab your attention more often than not.

Foolish Assumptions
It’s a privilege to be your guide into the amazing world of genetics. Given this 
responsibility, you were in my thoughts often while I was writing this book. 
Here’s how I imagine you, my reader:
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