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The Role of Organic Unity in Developing the Theme in Poems
A close reading of “What Every Soldier Should Know” by Brian Turner, and “Skull Trees, South Sudan” by Adrie Kusserow depicts how the formal elements in both poems work together in shaping the themes in both poems. In Kusserow’s poems, the tension between the pains of survival versus death in the war torn southern Sudan is balanced by a human’s strong will to live, which gives them the imaginative power to evade death; but eventually, the limits of the human body yields death.  Alternatively, the tension in Turner’s poem arises from the irony in the deceptive nature of the Arabs, hidden in their friendliness and spirituality. In his book, Critical Theory Today, Lois Tyson notes that organic unity is the element that brings out the complexity of any literature work, and which is its ability to “adequately represent the complex of human life, and the order that human beings, by nature, seek” (132). As such, through the new criticism analysis,  this paper will assess how the organic unity in “Skull Trees, South Sudan” contribute to the shaping of the theme of the pain of survival, and the inevitability of death in the war-torn nations. Still, the paper will assess “What Every Soldier Should Know” in order to establish how the organic unity helps the author to establish the theme of the ever present threat of death for soldiers in Arab nations.
 The paradoxical title of Kusserow’s Poem brings out both tension, and ambiguity. On the one hand, the use of the words “skull” and “trees” can be viewed as contradictory; with skull depicting death, and trees depicting renewal or life. Alternatively, Tyson notes that the fact that trees can live for a very long period of time, could mean that trees can be used as a symbol of endurance. In this case then, the skull could be used to represent death, while the tree signifies endurance. In both cases, the tension between life and death and survival and death is depicted respectively. Different interpretation of the symbol of the tree also yields ambiguity. However,  the tension between survival and death formulates the structure of the poem through the alternations of expressions such “petals under the trees” “sucking bits of air” “south Sudan pockmarked with bombs” “skull trees” “necklace of bone” “tree” which depicts a tension between survival, life and death. This tension points out that the theme of the poem could be the pain for survival and the inevitable death in the war-torn southern Sudan. 
The horrific and enduring tone of the poem can be read form the diction of the first stanza. “Two weeks surviving on leaves, / legs numb, moth dry” (2-3). These lines suggest that Arok has been running from the danger of death for two weeks. Also, even though he is faced by immense danger, he suffers the pain of survival. His will to live makes him eat leaves in order to survive. In line six, Arok digs the ground with his hands so that he can hide from the Arabs. The expression “sucking bits of air” (10) could further be taken as an emphasis of the tension between death and survival because; by struggling to evade, the subject suffering the pain of survival in order to evade death.  
In the second stanza, the reader learns that the setting of the poem is in the war-torn southern Sudan. Both the setting and the diction used by the poet in the second stanza does not only emphasizes the tension between the pain of survival and death, but it also helps in shaping the theme of the poem. She notes, “The rest of South Sudan, pockmarked with bombs, / skull trees with their necklaces of bones.” The word pockmarked is a pun that could be taken literary to mean that the bombs have left depressions in the southern Sudanese land. Also, it could be used to describe the total destruction caused by the bombs, not only on the lands, but also on the build and natural environment, as well as the people. 
Alternatively, the metaphor of the “skull tree with their necklaces of bones can be taken” is used by the author to emphasize the pain of survival, and the inevitability of death in such a dangerous setting as of this poem. This metaphor can be taken to mean that though the will to survive is still strong in Arok and the other citizens, their physical bodies cannot sustain this will. Therefore, as is evident in the following stanzas, as they yield to the temptation of taking some rest in under the “lone tree,” death snatches Arok and the other boys before they reach Ethiopia. 
The packs of bony Lost Boys/ roving like hyenas towards Ethiopia, / tongues, big as toads, swelling in their mouths. (15-17). The use of similes in these lines yields Zoomorphism.. A symbolic meaning of these images could indicate that the boys are living the lives of animals in the wilderness, with no food or drink, living in holes, and eating leaves. These are the pains of survival that they have to endure in order to evade death. 
The word “Lost Boys” is capitalized, and when compared relative to their “hallucinations” (15, 22), its significance indicates that they are not only lost physically, but they were psychologically lost. All that is in their mind is how to survive the death that is staring at them from every side. Their internal will to fight death is opposed by their physical exhaustion. They are tempted to rest despite the “sky pouring its relentless bombs of fire” however, when they conform to their physical desire, the inner will to survive is superseded by the power of the roaming death. The image of the boys, lying “scattered in a ring around the tree, tiny ribs, skulls, hip bones…”   depicts the deprived status in which the pains of survival left them, after which they eventually die. Eventually; the tension is broken in the last stanza, where inevitable hand of death in the war-torn Southern Sudan death finally catches up with the boys; after their will to survive is superseded by their physical exhaustion.
Alternatively, in the poem “What Every Soldier Should Know” by Brian Turner, the poet has used the formal elements collectively to ring out the theme of the ever-present threat of death for the American soldiers in the Arab nations. The title of the poem seems like a warning, meaning that failure to know “what every soldier should know” can have detrimental effect. This effect is confirmed in the first stanza, “if you hear a gunfire on a Thursday afternoon, / it could be for a wedding, or it could be for you (1-2). These starting lines which make the first stanza are short and straight forwards, calling to the attention of the reader, to the critical matter of the ever-present threat of death.
The fearful and cautious tone of the poem is already evident in the first stanza. Turner goes on to caution the soldiers that they dare not enter a home using the left foot, which is meant for cemeteries and unclean places (3-4). These lines bring out the cultural differences that the US soldiers in Arab countries must be keen to observe, lest they find themselves in danger. He explains that “o-guf Tera armeek” which is rarely useful means “Stop or I’ll shoot” (3-4). These lines though straight forward significantly brings out the cautious tone. In this case, the speaker notes that this warning is rarely useful. A deeper look into these lines and especially, the expression “rarely useful” emphasizes on the ever- present threat of death. Rarely useful means that only on rare occasions will the American soldier be warned. Rather, the Arabs look at every opportunity to kill the US soldiers, and therefore a warning is rarely given. This effect is further reinforced by line 9 and ten. Where the speaker talks of “graffiti sprayed onto the overpasses: I will kell you American” (9-10).
The tension in Turner’s poem is created by the irony of the deceitful nature of the Arabs hidden in their kindliness and spirituality. Tyson defines irony as “a statement or event undermined by the context in which it occurs” (133). Turner breaks the tension by exposing the treacherous nature of the Arabs, despite their visible portrayal of faith and friendliness. After all, “men wearing vests rigged with explosives/ wake up, raise their arms and say Inshalla” (21-22). Also, “Small children who play with you, / old men with their talk, women who offer chai-/ and anyone of them/ may dance over your body tomorrow” (25-28). The speaker uses the tension between the kindliness and treachery of the Arabs to make it clear to the soldiers that none of the Arabs should be trusted. The last line, “may dance over your body tomorrow” depicts the Arabs as a wolf in sheep’s clothing’s, thus warning the American soldiers never to be moved by their smiles and friendly talks. 
The poem is written in short poem lines, and the simple diction employed by the poet brings out a serious and cautious tone of the poem. The poet has avoided using any figures of speech and delivered his message in a very simple way. Also, the short lines and stanzas make it feel as though the speaker is speaking directly to the reader, cautioning them of a dire matter. This brings out the seriousness of the message, indicating its relationship with the theme of the ever-present threat of death, in which no chance can be taken. 
In conclusion, both Kusserow and Turner have used the relevant formal elements appropriately to pass their message to the reader. Kusserow intends to pass the message of the pain of survival and the inevitability of death in the war torn Southern Sudan. He has used the tone, setting, metaphors, similes and diction to shape this theme. Alternatively, Turner has used the structure of the poem, tone and tension to build the theme of the ever-present threat of death for American soldiers in Arab nations. Kusserow’s use of figures of speech is mostly attributed to the fact that, he wants to appeal to the reader to share and condemn the experiences of war. On the contrary, Turner employs tone and uses a straight forward language because he is cautioning the reader, and he wishes the reader to get the message without any misconceptions. However, both poets have effectively established organic unity in shaping the themes.
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