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We dedicate this book to the planet Earth,
hoping that sapiens will learn to respect other living species and 
understand that the future of our planet is more important than 

disagreements among nations.
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We, homo sapiens, are life, a part of this beautiful world.
 We, together with all other animals and living species, are the 
creation of Nature. But we have also transcended her in a sense. 
From a product of circumstances, we have risen to responsibility: 
the responsibility for ourselves, for all other species, for the whole 
environment where we live and on which we depend.
 This book is a thanksgiving to other life types or species. We have 
learned so much from them since the very beginning, as a Chinese 
proverb goes: To learn from the laws of Nature Teacher (师法自然).
 There is great diversity among Animals. It is estimated that 
there are about 8.7 million species, all unique and different from 
each other, morphologically or anatomically. However, Animals 
also have a lot in common, starting with shared biology based on 
cell structure and function. Some animals have limbs, wings, hearts, 
lungs, gills, bones, and others have not. Their body sizes can vary 
from tiny unicellular mycoplasma to the giant blue whale. Animals 
can be found everywhere on our planet, they have conquered every 
ecosystem, showing an amazing ability to adapt to even the most 
extreme habitat.
 Along with plants and microorganisms, Animals have survived 
through all our planet’s eras since the origin of life on Earth. Earth 
has been an ever-changing place. Some species adapted to change 
and survived, others became extinct. During millions of years, 
Animals evolved and developed their preferences and capabilities, 
often in a symbiotic relationship with each other and the world of 
plants.
 What differentiates humans is our powerful ability to 
communicate by means of a language, our ability to do complex 
reasoning	 and	 solve	 difficult	 problems.	 Based	 on	 our	 highly	
developed brain, we are able to learn from others and to build on 
existing knowledge as we move forward and penetrate ever deeper 
into the unknown. Our ability to adapt to every climate by wearing 
all kinds of clothes, by building elaborate houses, and by using 
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energy sources to make us feel warm and comfortable when it’s cold, 
or nice and cool when it’s hot and humid outside. In addition to our 
language skills, our ability to use representational symbols to convey 
information and our mastery of abstract topics such as mathematics 
and philosophy are other important differentiators.
 However, are our cognitive abilities qualitatively different from 
those of other animals, or are they just extensions of what we 
can observe in animals? We are not the only species to use tools. 
Dolphins, crows, and even sea otters, make tools the way humans do. 
We are not the only species able to change the environment around 
us	to	fit	our	needs.	We	know	that	beavers	can	build	dams	that	utterly	
transform the way water moves through forests, and ants can build 
massive underground facilities.
 Have humans been deceiving themselves for thousands of years 
that they are the only intelligent species in the animal kingdom, 
despite more and more evidence to the contrary? Actually, the more 
we learn about animals, the more we learn that animals can have 
superior cognitive faculties when compared to us humans. Their 
senses of perception often exceed ours. They may not be able to fully 
integrate everything they see and hear and taste and smell and touch 
as	well	as	we	do,	but	they	definitely	possess	intelligence	and	they	are	
also capable of love and sorrow. Their emotional world is still not 
well	known,	but	it	definitely	exists.
 There is no question about the importance of Animals to humans: 
We could not survive without them. Without the animals, our society 
could not have advanced to the point it has today. We hunted animals 
as food for millions of years, long before the formation of permanent 
settlements. Some of the earliest animals that we used for our 
food	were	insects,	 fish,	wild	pigs,	and	deer	or	antelope.	Before	the	
invention of agriculture or farming, we were hunting animals. Later, 
we raised pigs, cattle, goats and sheep and gradually decreased and 
eventually eliminated the need for “non-stop hunting.” Animals 
have then been used by people to help with a variety of tasks 
such as the use of fur and wool to create clothing. Animals further 
played an important role in all sorts of heavy labor tasks: before 
the development of cars, horses, donkeys and oxen provided our 
means of transportation, carrying heavy weights materials for long 
distances. Another step was the domestication of the wolf to assist 
in hunting. Dog breeds were then taught to specialize in all kinds 
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of useful tasks, from protection of private property to the location 
of hunted birds or deer in tall brush. Animals such as falcons and 
eagles were even trained to chase, kill and retrieve animals, helping 
humans	to	avoid	difficult	terrain	and	injury.
	 Animal	 bladders	 were	 used	 to	 create	 bags	 for	 drink	 or	 fill	
items, while hollowed-out horns from animals could be used to 
transmit sounds over very long distances. Bird feathers were used 
to balance arrows, or make clothing warmer. Apart from providing 
effective labor and a wide variety of tools, Animals such as dogs and 
cats accompany us, give us warmth and peace of mind. Dogs were 
domesticated to help humans with hunting, but quickly became 
key family members. Cats were originally domesticated to kill mice, 
but soon their effective companionship led humans to keep them 
inside their homes, just for fun and comfort. Research studies have 
now shown that pet owners, especially dog owners, live longer and 
happier lives than those without pets.
 It is easy to realize now that humans and animals are created 
to complement each other. Every time when we look up at the sky 
and	see	birds,	they	teach	us	how	to	fly.	Every	time	when	watch	the	
beautiful streamlined shape of the whale, we want to learn how 
to swim or build devices that take us into the depths of the ocean. 
Humans were inspired by animals to build airplanes, helicopters, 
submarines, and to develop technologies such as optical devices, 
Radar, and even weapons such as harpoons. We have used our 
Animal teachers to learn from them.
 Human beings should pay tribute to animals. They are giving us 
strength and comfort. Their ups and downs, as well as mysterious 
stories, have been embedded in our life and contribute to the beauty 
and joy of human life. Recently, they have also started to show us 
how to improve our quite fragile human health.
 In order to learn more about animals and to stimulate more 
research about potentially helpful animal qualities and capabilities, 
my friend Michael Hehenberger has proposed the idea to write this 
fantastic book. The result is a combined effort of an experienced 
Western scientist and his young Chinese colleague, Zhi Xia. Both share 
a passion for the topic and for putting their thoughts on paper. The 
book is not only providing a bridge between the human and animal 
worlds,	but	is	also	the	fruit	of	East-West	scientific	collaboration.	Its	
goal is to let us know the animals more deeply, to let us go nearer and 
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closer to them. In its chapters, this book depicts the colorful animal 
world, and demonstrates their greatness and immortality.
 Through a comprehensive description of a few carefully selected 
animals, this book allows the mystery of the animal world to 
slowly but clearly unfold in front of us. After reading this book, in 
addition to increasing his or her knowledge of animals, the reader 
will	 further	 receive	 details	 of	 recent	 scientific	 progress	 based	 on	
the	study	of	animals.	This	progress	manifests	itself	in	new	findings	
across disciplines such as biology, genetics and physiology. Scientists 
have a responsibility to behave in an ethical manner when studying 
animals or testing new hypotheses on animals. Written for the 
general	 public	 but	 employing	 scientific	 arguments,	 this	 book	 also	
attempts to convey to readers how scientists think, how important 
it is to respect facts and to always make an honest effort to apply 
unbiased analysis to the interpretation of facts.
 The new experiences gained by studying Animals should 
enable humans to enhance our biological and medical knowledge, 
hopefully	to	the	benefit	of	patients	suffering	from	diseases.	A	deeper	
understanding of animal capabilities and their relevance for human 
well-being should also teach us respect for the environment and 
tell	 us	 to	 reduce	 the	 damage	 humans	 are	 currently	 inflicting	 on	
the planet Earth. And perhaps, learning more about these special 
Animals will also touch our readers’ hearts.
 In conclusion, the book tells a lot of vivid and interesting animal 
stories from the perspective of the animals themselves, and makes 
a series of comments which are related to the human life. Nature is 
beautiful, but behind the beauty is a world full of cruel competition. 
The creatures that are wandering in nature must always be vigilant. 
If you are more vigilant, you will have a better hope of survival. If you 
don’t pay attention you may be moving toward your death. Animals 
are like this; so are humans.

Huanming Yang
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BGI	was	founded	in	1999	with	the	vision	of	using	genomics	to	benefit	
humankind and has since become the largest genomic organization 
in	the	world.	With	a	focus	on	research	and	applications	in	the	fields	
of healthcare, agriculture, conservation, and the environmental, 
BGI	has	a	proven	track	record	of	 innovative,	high	profile	research.	
Since 1999, BGI has generated over 1000 publications, many in top-
tier journals such as Nature and Science. BGI also contributes to 
scientific	 communication	by	publishing	 the	 international	 research	
journal GigaScience.
	 BGI’s	achievements	have	made	a	significant	contribution	to	the	
development of genomics throughout the world. BGI’s goal is to make 
state-of-the-art genomics (and other “omics”) highly accessible to 
the global research community and clinical markets by integrating 
the industry’s broadest array of leading technologies, including 
BGI’s own BGISEQ sequencing platform, economies of scale, and 
expert bioinformatics resources.
 BGI also offers a wide portfolio of transformative genetic testing 
products across major diseases, enabling medical providers and 
patients worldwide to realize the promise of genomics-based 
diagnostics and personalized healthcare.
 BGI is headquartered globally in Shenzhen, China, with European 
headquarters in Copenhagen, Denmark; US headquarters in 
Cambridge, Massachusetts; Japanese headquarters in Kobe; and an 
Asian	office	in	Hongkong.
 Prof. Huanming Yang is a co-founder of BGI and chairman of the 
Board of BGI. He initiated and continues to chair the International 
Conference on Genomics (ICG), which has been held for 13 years 
in Hangzhou and Shenzhen, and is recognized and attended by 
leaders from across the world. The theme for the ICG meetings has 
been	 “Omics	 for	 All,”	 a	 clear	message	 to	 the	 scientific	 world	 that	
new knowledge leading to a deeper understanding of life must be 
communicated and shared.
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