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Independence/Dependence Lessons from a Sea 
Squirt 

 

A (hopefully) intriguing tale about status quo (inspired by a passage from Stuart 
Brown's book "Play"): 

"The sea squirt is an ugly creature. In its adult form it has a tubular shape that resembles 
a sponge or worm, and in its larval form it looks like a tadpole. Still, the sea squirt is 
one of our most ancient relatives. Its primitive nervous system makes it more closely 
related to humans than the sponges and corals it resembles. Scientists say a sea squirt 
tadpole approximates what an early human ancestor - the very first chordate - may have 
looked like some 550 million years ago. In this larval form, it has a primitive spinal 
cord and bundle of ganglia that act as a functional brain. This tiny brain helps it move 
selectively toward nutrients and away from harm. Like most oceanic creatures, juvenile 
sea squirts spend their time growing and exploring the sea. Once the sea squirt grows to 
adulthood, it attaches itself permanently to a rock or a boat's hull or pilings. It no longer 
needs to monitor the world as it did as a juvenile because the passing current provides 
enough nutrients for it to survive. Its life becomes purely passive. The adult sea squirt 
becomes the couch potato of the sea. In a surprisingly macabre twist, the sea squirt 
digests its own brain. Without a need to explore or find its sustenance, the creature 
devours its own cerebral ganglia." (pp. 47-48, 2009). 
 
Is mindlessness psychological atrophy or a marvel of adaptation? Is status quo an 
existential suicide or a state of contentment? Is your hard-earned circumstance of 
comfort a form of independence or dependence? 
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