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Independent inheritance

of two separate traits,

shape and colour of seeds

What happens when pea plants showing two different

characteristics, rather than just one, are bred with each other?

What do the progeny of a tall plant with round seeds and a short

plant with wrinkled-seeds look like? They are all tall and have

round seeds. Tallness and round seeds are thus dominant traits.

But what happens when these F1 progeny are used to generate

F2 progeny by self-pollination? A Mendelian experiment will find

that some F2 progeny are tall plants with round seeds, and some

were short plants with wrinkled seeds.  However, there would also

be some F2 progeny that showed new combinations. Some of them

would be tall, but have wrinkled seeds, while others would be short,

but have round seeds. You can see as to how new combinations of

traits are formed in F2 offspring when factors controlling for seed

shape and seed colour recombine to form zygote leading to form

F2 offspring (Fig. 8.5). Thus, the tall/short trait and the round

seed/wrinkled seed trait are independently inherited.

8.2.3 How do these Traits get Expressed?

How does the mechanism of heredity work? Cellular DNA is
the information source for making proteins in the cell. A section
of DNA that provides information for one protein is called the
gene for that protein. How do proteins control the
characteristics that we are discussing here? Let us take the
example of tallness as a characteristic. We know that plants
have hormones that can trigger growth. Plant height can thus
depend on the amount of a particular plant hormone. The
amount of the plant hormone made will depend on the
efficiency of the process for making it. Consider now an enzyme
that is important for this process. If this enzyme works
efficiently, a lot of hormone will be made, and the plant will be
tall. If the gene for that enzyme has an alteration that makes
the enzyme less efficient, the amount of hormone will be less,
and the plant will be short. Thus, genes control characteristics,
or traits.

If the interpretations of Mendelian experiments we have been
discussing are correct, then both parents must be contributing
equally to the DNA of the progeny during sexual reproduction.
We have disscussed this issue in the previous Chapter. If both
parents can help determine the trait in the progeny, both parents
must be contributing a copy of the same gene. This means that
each pea plant must have two sets of all genes, one inherited from
each parent. For this mechanism to work, each germ cell must

have only one gene set.

How do germ-cells make a single set of genes from the normal two

copies that all other cells in the body have? If progeny plants inherited a

single whole gene set from each parent, then the experiment explained

in Fig. 8.5 cannot work. This is because the two characteristics ‘R’ and

‘y’ would then be linked to each other and cannot be independently
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inherited. This is explained by the fact that each gene set is present, not

as a single long thread of DNA, but as separate independent pieces,

each called a chromosome. Thus, each cell will have two copies of each

chromosome, one each from the male and female parents. Every germ-

cell will take one chromosome from each pair and these may be of either

maternal or paternal origin. When two germ cells combine, they will

restore the normal number of chromosomes in the progeny, ensuring

the stability of the DNA of the species. Such a mechanism of inheritance

explains the results of the Mendel experiments, and is used by all

sexually reproducing organisms. But asexually reproducing organisms

also follow similar rules of inheritance. Can we work out how their

inheritance might work?

8.2.4 Sex Determination

We have discussed the idea that the two sexes participating in sexual

reproduction must be somewhat different from each other for a number

of reasons. How is the sex of a newborn individual

determined? Different species use very different strategies
for this. Some rely entirely on environmental cues. Thus,

in some animals like a few reptiles, the temperature at

which fertilised eggs are kept determines whether the

animals developing in the eggs will be male or female. In
other animals, such as snails, individuals can change sex,

indicating that sex is not genetically determined. However,

in human beings, the sex of the individual is largely
genetically determined. In other words, the genes inherited

from our parents decide whether we will be boys or girls.

But so far, we have assumed that similar gene sets are

inherited from both parents. If that is the case, how can
genetic inheritance determine sex?

The explanation lies in the fact that all human

chromosomes are not paired. Most human chromosomes

have a maternal and a paternal copy, and we have 22
such pairs. But one pair, called the sex chromosomes, is

odd in not always being a perfect pair. Women have a

perfect pair of sex chromosomes, both called X. But men

have a mismatched pair in which one is a normal-sized X
while the other is a short one called Y. So women are XX,

while men are XY. Now, can we work out what the

inheritance pattern of X and Y will be?

As Fig. 8.6 shows, half the children will be boys and
half will be girls. All children will inherit an X chromosome

from their mother regardless of whether they are boys or

girls. Thus, the sex of the children will be determined by

what they inherit from their father. A child who inherits
an X chromosome from her father will be a girl, and one

who inherits a Y chromosome from him will be a boy.
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Q U E S T I O N S

?
1. How do Mendel’s experiments show that traits may be dominant or

recessive?

2. How do Mendel’s experiments show that traits are inherited
independently?

3. A man with blood group A marries a woman with blood group O and
their daughter has blood group O. Is this information enough to tell you
which of the traits – blood group A or O – is dominant? Why or why not?

4. How is the sex of the child determined in human beings?

What you have learnt

n Variations arising during the process of reproduction can be inherited.

n These variations may lead to increased survival of the individuals.

n Sexually reproducing individuals have two copies of genes for the same trait. If the
copies are not identical, the trait that gets expressed is called the dominant trait
and the other is called the recessive trait.

n Traits in one individual may be inherited separately, giving rise to new combinations
of traits in the offspring of sexual reproduction.

n Sex is determined by different factors in various species. In human beings, the
sex of the child depends on whether the paternal chromosome is X (for girls) or Y
(for boys).

E X E R C I S E S

1. A Mendelian experiment consisted of breeding tall pea plants bearing violet flowers
with short pea plants bearing white flowers. The progeny all bore violet flowers,
but almost half of them were short. This suggests that the genetic make-up of the
tall parent can be depicted as

(a) TTWW

(b) TTww

(c) TtWW

(d) TtWw

2. A study found that children with light-coloured eyes are likely to have parents
with light-coloured eyes. On this basis, can we say anything about whether the
light eye colour trait is dominant or recessive? Why or why not?

3. Outline a project which aims to find the dominant coat colour in dogs.

4. How is the equal genetic contribution of male and female parents ensured in
the progeny?
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