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In the tapestry of American literature, Etienne Toussaint stands as a unique
and captivating voice, a poet whose work delves into the intricate realm of
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language and identity. His collection, "They Talk Different Here," is a
testament to his astute observations and introspective explorations of the
complexities that shape our lives. Through the lens of poetry, Toussaint
invites readers on a journey to witness the profound impact of language on
culture, community, and the individual experience.
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Language as a Window into Culture

Toussaint's poetry effortlessly captures the nuances of language as a
reflection of societal norms and cultural identity. In the poem "They Talk
Different Here," he paints a vivid portrait of a Haitian immigrant navigating
the linguistic landscape of a new country:

They talk different here,

Like a radio tuned to a foreign station,

Static and unfamiliar rhythms

That dance on the edge of my comprehension.
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Here, language becomes a marker of cultural difference, alienating the
speaker from their surroundings. The metaphor of a "radio tuned to a
foreign station" conveys the sense of disorientation and isolation
experienced by the immigrant.

Community and Identity in Language

For Toussaint, language is not merely a tool for communication but a vital
thread that binds communities together. In the poem "My Mother's Tongue,"
he celebrates the Creole language spoken by his Haitian family:

My mother's tongue is a secret garden,

A whispered language of laughter and longing,

A tapestry woven with the threads of our history.

Through the language of his mother, Toussaint connects to a shared past
and a vibrant cultural heritage. Creole becomes a symbol of community,
shaping his identity and providing a sense of belonging.

The Power of Code-Switching

Toussaint's poetry also explores the fluidity of language and the power of
code-switching. In the poem "Code Switch," he examines the subtle shifts
in language that occur when individuals navigate different social contexts:

I code switch like a chameleon,

From English to Haitian Creole

And back again,



Depending on who I'm talking to,

Where I am,

What I'm trying to say.

Code-switching is not simply a linguistic technique but a means of
navigating social norms and expectations. Through this poetic exploration,
Toussaint reveals the complex ways language shapes our interactions and
self-expression.

Personal Identity and Linguistic Play

Beyond its social and cultural dimensions, Toussaint's poetry also
investigates the relationship between language and personal identity. In the
poem "Who You Calling Black?," he grapples with the fluidity and
complexities of racial identity:

Who you calling black?

I'm the color of coffee,

The night sky,

The rich soil that feeds the earth.

By employing linguistic play and evocative imagery, Toussaint challenges
traditional notions of race and asserts his own multifaceted identity.
Language becomes a canvas upon which he paints a nuanced and
personal portrait of himself.



The Boundaries of Language

While language holds immense power to shape our experiences, Toussaint
also acknowledges its limitations. In the poem "The Unspeakable," he
confronts the unspeakable horrors of the Haitian earthquake:

There are some things

That cannot be spoken,

That defy the boundaries

Of language.

In this poignant piece, Toussaint explores the inadequacy of words to fully
capture the magnitude of unimaginable suffering. Language, despite its
expressive capacity, reaches its limits when confronted with the profound
and unfathomable.

Etienne Toussaint's "They Talk Different Here" is a profound meditation on
the power and complexities of language. Through his insightful and
evocative poetry, Toussaint illuminates the ways language shapes our
culture, community, and personal identity. He celebrates the beauty and
fluidity of language while acknowledging its limitations. Toussaint's work
invites us to reflect on the vital role language plays in our lives and to
appreciate its nuanced and multifaceted nature.

As readers embark on this linguistic journey alongside Toussaint, they are
not only exposed to the artistry of poetry but also gain a deeper
understanding of the intricate tapestry of human experience. "They Talk
Different Here" is a testament to Toussaint's mastery of language and his



unwavering commitment to exploring the profound impact of words on our
world.
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