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Introduction: Origins and Settlement of the Indigenous 
Populations of the Aleutian Archipelago

Dixie West,1 Dennis O’Rourke,2 and Michael H. Crawford3 

The series of papers in this special issue of Human Biology use an interdisciplin-

ary approach to address regional questions and to integrate disparate Aleutian data 

into a broad, synthetic effort. The contributors leverage decades of data on Aleut 

origins, biogeography, and behavior through integration of molecular analyses, 

linguistics, archaeology, and ethnography. This research explores the origin and 

colonization of the Aleutian archipelago, communication and the extent of pre-

historic cultural exchange among Aleut subgroups, ethnographic information as 

applied to human biological variation, metric and genetic variation among Aleut 

groups, and prehistoric dietary reconstruction.

The Aleutian archipelago, composed of eastern, central, and western is-

lands, extends 1,800 km between the North American and Asian continents and 

divides the northern Pacific Ocean from the Bering Sea. Volcanic in origin and 

formed during the early Tertiary, the archipelago is composed of more than 200 

islands divided into six groups, separated by ocean passes. The climate is mari-

time and is characterized by foggy and cloudy weather, frequent rain and winds, 

and often cold but not severe annual temperatures. The Aleutians form the south-

ern boundary for the most biologically and commercially important region of the 

Pacific—the Bering Sea. Until recently, this area was a rich ecotone that sup-

ported abundant populations of large marine mammals, ocean fisheries, thick kelp 

forests, complex near-shore ecosystems and intertidal zones, spawning streams, 

and a highly diverse avian fauna pivotal to the adaptations and survival of the 

human groups who, in the past, peopled the islands of the archipelago. However, 

the Aleutians, once considered one of the richest island ecosystems in the world, 

have been undergoing considerable biotic turnover (Estes and Duggins 1995). 

Population densities of marine mammals and some economical fish have dra-

matically declined, and the once thick kelp forests have decreased (Committee 

on the Alaska Groundfish Fishery and Steller Sea Lions 2003; Trites et al. 1999). 

In contrast, Aleutian waters have witnessed increases in sea urchin, pollack, and 
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shark populations, species that were historically uncommon in this ecosystem 

(Estes et al. 1998; Springer 1999). This biotic restructuring has occurred over a 

short time period and carries socioeconomic consequences and lessons for local 

inhabitants—and the world community, especially if rapid global warming is the 

cause (Estes et al. 1998). 

The Aleutian Islands define the southern margin of Beringia, across which 

much of the early peopling of the Americas occurred, and present a 9,000-year 

record of human occupation in the east and a record of more than 3,000 years in 

the west. Current research suggests that these prehistoric human inhabitants had 

minimal interactions with populations outside the archipelago, with any new in-

teractions commencing from the Alaska Peninsula. These remote islands preserve 

the critical cultural and biological information of peoples who settled, adapted, 

and thrived in a subarctic maritime world. 

The historical record of the Aleut peoples, like many other Native Ameri-

cans, is one of exploitation and decimation resulting from disease and warfare. 

During the 18th century, the arrival from Russia of sea otter hunters, followed by 

Russian Orthodox missionaries, had a drastic effect on Aleutian populations and 

their hunter-gatherer culture, economy, and maritime environment (Tikhmenev 

1978). Upon contact, the native population declined rapidly; by 1831 only 16 

islands were inhabited by an estimated 2,000 natives (Sekora 1973). This initial 

historical period has provided the richest reservoir of ethnographic data (Berkh 

1974; Black 1984; Lantis 1970; Liapunova 1996; Veniaminov 1984), which 

largely focus on Aleuts living on the eastern islands. A second devastating blow to 

Aleut culture occurred in 1943, when the Imperial Japanese Navy bombed Dutch 

Harbor in the eastern Aleutians and captured Kiska and Attu islands to the west. 

Naval weather observers on Kiska and Attuans were relocated to prisoner-of-war 

camps in Hokkaido, Japan, where less than half of them survived. The American 

military relocated Aleuts living in nine villages on six islands to evacuation camps 

in southeast Alaska for 3 years, where over 10% died. In the best interests of 

the United States, American troops burned some Aleut villages rather than allow 

Japanese occupation (Kohlhoff 1995). Currently, most islands in the archipelago 

are uninhabited.

Aleutian research is disjunctive at best. Scientific study of the archipelago 

began shortly after Russia sold the Aleutian Islands and Alaska to the United 

States in 1867. Pinart (1873, 1875) and Dall (1877, 1899) initiated the first ar-

chaeological inquiries, followed by Jochelson (1925, 1933) and Hrdlička (1945). 

Unfortunately, the results of these early collecting expeditions are of minimal use 

in understanding prehistoric cultural and environmental dynamics because the ar-

tifacts, themselves selectively recovered, often lack clear stratigraphic or geochro-

nological contexts. Also, because of their relative isolation and inaccessibility, the 

western Aleutians were not thoroughly investigated until the past two decades 

and the central Aleutians remain comparatively unstudied. Therefore research is 

neither comprehensive nor synthetic across the Aleutian chain. Third, a precise 

chronology is essential to testing hypotheses concerning correlations and causes 
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of events in past natural and human systems. However, North Pacific shell, fish-

bone, and other materials in the marine food chain have radiocarbon ages that 

are 600–1,000 years older than those for coeval terrestrial material (Kuzmin 

et al. 2001; Southon et al. 1990; Stuiver et al. 1986) because of the strong up-

welling of aged (radiocarbon-depleted) subsurface waters into the North Pacific 

mixed layer. This offset or reservoir age must be taken into account when evalu-

ating radiocarbon dates on marine materials and terrestrial consumers of marine 

diets in order to avoid major errors in interpretation. Along with required cor-

rections being as high as 600–1,000 years (Stuiver et al. 1986), oceanographic 

variability along the Aleutian chain suggests that significant spatial variations 

must be considered (Favorite et al. 1976). Finally, much prehistoric Aleutian 

data are stored at government agencies in the form of comparatively inacces-

sible, unpublished, and undigitized reports. Although problematic, these issues 

are not insurmountable. 

By integrating ethnographic, archaeological, and biological data in the Ber-

ing Sea region, the contributors to this special issue of Human Biology pose and 

address six fundamental demographic and evolutionary questions.

1. Where did the indigenous Aleut populations originate? Several of the ar-

ticles in this special issue address this question. Raff and colleagues examine mi-

gration patterns from the Alaska Peninsula based on ancient mtDNA sequences. 

Crawford and co-workers examine the subsequent molecular variation in contem-

porary Aleutian populations and find that Aleuts cluster closest to the Siberian 

Chukchi and Yupik Eskimo populations. Berge describes linguistic affinities be-

tween Siberian and Aleut groups.

2. When did the Aleut founding populations settle the archipelago? This 

question is primarily addressed through archaeological excavations and radiocar-

bon dating in the contribution by Davis and Knecht on the settlement of the east-

ern islands. Hatfield reviews the chronology and material culture associated with 

prehistoric Aleut movements. Veltre and Smith provide a historical overview of 

the archaeological data throughout the Aleutian Islands.

3. Is there evidence of prehistoric contact of Aleuts with neighboring popu-

lations? Berge examines linguistic evidence of possible contact of Aleuts with 

Eskimo and Na-Dene-speaking groups. Justice and colleagues compare the mor-

phological variation in Eskimo populations of St. Lawrence Island with Aleuts 

of St. Paul Island in the Pribilofs. Crawford and colleagues compare mtDNA se-

quences and Y-chromosome markers of Aleuts with those of Siberian and other 

Alaskan populations.

4. Did replacement of the Paleo-Aleuts by Neo-Aleuts, as originally hy-

pothesized by Hrdlička, take place about 1,000 years ago? Raff and colleagues, 

using recent mtDNA evidence from Alaska Peninsula archaeological sites, exam-

ine potential sources of eastern migration. Ousley and Jones analyze craniometric 

data to test previous hypotheses about Aleut origins and evolution; they deter-

mine that environment may have played a key role in morphologic change over 

time. In her contribution to this special issue, Coltrain examines stable carbon and 
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nitrogen isotopes from bone collagen to reconstruct changing subsistence strate-

gies. Davis and Knecht review the archaeological sequences in the eastern islands 

for possible discontinuity. 

5. What were the demographic and genetic consequences of European 

contact with Aleutian populations? Rubicz and co-workers analyze the genetic 

architecture of an aggregated island population off the coast of Kamchatka, cre-

ated by Russian colonists for supplying their expeditions and harvesting furs 

from the breeding sites on Bering Island. Reedy-Maschner poses the question of 

what happened to the Aleut males and addresses it through the examination of 

demographic and historical documents. Graf and colleagues determine that Aleut 

surname origin, distribution, and association with Y-chromosome haplogroups is 

culturally rather than biologically driven. Crawford and co-workers, through the 

analyses of Y-chromosome markers and mtDNA sequences, demonstrate that the 

gene flow from European populations into the Aleut gene pool was asymmetric 

and that only 15% of the Y chromosomes were of indigenous origins. Rey and 

colleagues examine the variation of HLA haplotypes in Aleuts of Bering Island 

and identify the nature of the gene flow.

6. Is there evidence for linguistic, genetic, material culture, and morpho-

logical differentiation along the Aleutian archipelago following the settlement 

of the islands? This question is addressed by Crawford and colleagues, based on 

mtDNA variation; Berge, using linguistic data; and Hatfield, examining mate-

rial culture.

By virtue of their geography and history, the Aleutian Islands provide a 

model system for studying human adaptations and interactions from 9,000 years 

ago to the present. Composing the southern boundary of Beringia and the west-

ernmost area of North America, the Aleutian archipelago and its indigenous 

population provide critical information about the peopling of the New World. In 

addition, the archipelago holds key information about the reciprocal effects of 

humans and their environments through deep time. Cooperation among academic 

disciplines, as in the papers that follow, throws new light on this culturally rich 

and economically important area of the world. 
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