Characteristic features of animals
There are several characteristic features used to distinguish animals from other living organisms such as algae, fungi, plants and bacteria. It is possible to single out several characteristic features of animals; Johnson and Losos (2009) single out 9 features. The aim of this essay is to consider these features and set appropriate examples using different phyla to illustrate the description.

1. All animals are heterotrophic, i.e. they ingest other organisms in order to get energy; though animals might be divided into herbivores, carnivores, omnivores and detritivores (Mayr 1998), they all need other organisms to prolong their life. Let us consider, for example, Echinodermata, and its representatives like sea stars or sea urchins: their digestive system includes separate mouth and anus, and they may have deuterostoma as well. These phylum representatives may eat bivalves, or decomposed animals and plant material (Campbell & Mitchell & Reece 1994).

2. Animals are multicellular; all organisms that are unicellular are classified as protests (Johnson & Losos 2009). An example can be phylum Poriphera, and its representative – sponges. Though they do not have tissues and organs, like the majority of animals, they are multicellular animals.

3. There are no distinct cell walls in animal cells; rather, these cells are flexible and are held together by structural proteins, extracellular lattices etc. This feature is common for all animals, thus, any example of animal phylum will be suitable: e.g. Annelida, and its representatives such as polychaeta, oligochaeta, hirudinea etc. They don’t have rigid cell walls.

4. Animals are motile, i.e. in a certain part of their life cycle, or during the whole life they can move, more quickly and actively than other kingdoms’ representatives. Such movement is a consequence of complex nervous system of animals and their metazoan structure (Johnson & Losos 2009). A vivid example of motile animals can be such phyla as Chordata (and all vertebrates), or Arthropoda, with its insects, arachnids, crustaceans etc.

5. Animals are diverse in form; though they can be divided into vertebrates and invertebrates, the former comprise only about 1% of all animals. Let us consider the Mollusca, the largest marine phylum, which includes around 85000 species; the diversity of animals living in water can hardly be overestimated (Campbell & Mitchell & Reece 1994).

6. The habitat of animals is also quite multifarious: the kingdom includes over 35 phyla, living in the water, in the air and on the land. For example, the habitat of Chordata (Vertebrates, which include amphibians, reptiles, mammals and birds) covers almost the whole globe.

7. Animals have sexual reproduction. Though some of them can also reproduce asexually, the distinctive feature of animals is sexual reproduction. Platyhelmintes, such as flatworms, can reproduce both sexually (some of them being hermaphroditic) and asexually, by body split (Mayr 1998).

8. Most animals come to life through embryonic development: the zygote forms morula after cleavage, and then transforms into blastula, and finally, into blastopore (Johnson & Losos 2009). The development of the gastrula, the embryo at the stage of blastopore, is quite different for different phyla, but embryonic development as a whole is common for most animals. For Nematodes, for instance, various modes of reproduction can take place: parthenogenesis requires a number of modifications during oogenesis or embryogenesis including the preservation or restoration of diploidy in the absence of sperm (Lawson 2001).

9. Animals have special groups of cells differing on their functional destination called tissues; for example, muscle tissues, nervous tissues etc. Let us consider Cnidaria, which includes such creatures as hydra, anemones, jellyfish etc. They do not have separate organs but they have different tissues (e.g. nervous).

To make a conclusion, all animals have all or most of the features named above, and represent one of the most wide-spread kingdoms on the globe.
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