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Abstract 

 
Miami Language Reclamation in the Home: A Case Study 

 
by 

 
Wesley Y. Leonard 

 
Doctor of Philosophy in Linguistics 

 
University of California, Berkeley 

 
Professor Leanne Hinton, Chair 

 
 

 We are in the midst of a worldwide movement of language revitalization 

in which indigenous peoples are reclaiming their histories, cultures, and 

identities. This dissertation reports on a successful example of reclamation. 

Deemed “extinct” in the 1960s when the only speaker of the language passed 

away, the Miami language underwent a 30-year period of silence. However, 

working with 300 years of documentation, the Miami community has begun the 

long process of bringing the language back. Tribal member Daryl Baldwin is a 

leader in this process; he began learning the language in the early 1990s and 

using it with his family. Daryl, his wife, and their first two children have since 

become conversationally proficient. Two more children were born in the late 

1990s and are being raised with Miami as a native language. The family members 

also play an instrumental role in a community-wide process of language and 

cultural revitalization. 

 This study explores the Baldwin family’s language reclamation process. 

Its special focus is on the two younger children’s language development – that is, 

how they are acquiring the language and being socialized to speak it in this 

unique social situation. I adopt an ecological model of studying language 



 
   2 
development by considering all factors that play into this issue. These include the 

history of the language itself, the family’s actual patterns of use, their language 

ideologies, and general cognitive principles of language acquisition. 

 Part I of this dissertation presents the context in which the younger 

children’s language development is taking place. I describe the history and 

structure of the language, how this family initially went about reclaiming it, and 

the design of this project as a participant-observation study in which my 

presence became a factor. Part II then examines the younger children’s actual 

language development through a series of case studies. I show that they are 

successfully acquiring the grammar of the language and are also developing a 

positive orientation toward the language that bodes well for its continued use. In 

Part III, I conclude that the reclamation of a sleeping language as a language of 

daily communication is clearly possible. 
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