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Introduction: “Culture” represents one of the most 

widely used, but often misunderstood, concepts when 
considering the nature of interactions and communica-
tions between different, and mutually alien, groups.  
This presentation explores problems associated with 
conceptualizing culture, drawing on debates about the 
nature of culture in anthropology, and applies the cul-
ture concept to thinking about both the process of in-
terstellar message creation and the interpretation of any 
transmission we might receive. I will consider the 
problem of incommensurability between cultures in 
relation to communication, difficulties in reconciling 
the problem of cultural difference and cultural evolu-
tion,[1] and challenges associated with interpretation 
of meaning cross-culturally, even among terrestrial 
cultures.   

Aims: I argue that directions for future thinking on 
interstellar message construction should involve not 
only research on the explicit message intended, but 
direct consideration of the implicit information that is 
being tacitly coded along with any explicit message 
that is sent (or received).  Rather than only asking the 
questions, “What does an ETI mean in a message we 
receive?” or “What information do we want to convey 
in a message from us to any possible ETI?”  we should 
also be asking,  “What are the implicit indicators and 
forms of information about ETI and ourselves that are 
tacitly coded in any message sent or received?” In 
many respects, initial focus on how to interpret implicit 
information may be more important than how to inter-
pret the meaning of any explicit message, given the 
potential differences in culture and biology that might 
exist between ourselves and an extraterrestrial other, as 
well as the inevitable differences in personal intentions 
and interpretations that will be fundamental parts of 
the context of contact on either side. 

In developing my argument, I will draw upon eth-
nographic data related to points of initial contact be-
tween anthropologists and “alien” civilizations over 
the past 100 years, focusing on the encounter of an-
thropologists with Japanese society and reports of ini-
tial encounters between Europeans and Native Ameri-
cans.[2]  I will examine some of the profound failures 
and misunderstandings that arose in the context of 
those initial contacts, and consider the lessons tye pro-
vide in thinking about interstellar message construc-
tion. 
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