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I.

In some way, it might seem challenging to read Allen Ginsberg’s poetry through the filter of Spengler’s theory. In fact, the poet and the theoretician seem almost impossible to reconcile: Ginsberg, by the time of the publication of “Howl” (1956), was a young Beat poet involved in progressive politics; Spengler was a German historian, thoroughly conservative, who argued against the philosophy of the Lights and social progress in modern societies. And yet; it is in the articulation of the critique of contemporary culture and the necessity to reconnect with Nature that the two figures meet, as I will demonstrate in this article.

Ginsberg wrote his scorching poem “Howl” in 1955. It was introduced to the audiences for the first time at the Six Gallery Reading in San Francisco on the 7th of October of the same year, which saw a group of six poets – including Ginsberg – giving a free reading of their works. However, after its publication, Ginsberg’s “Howl” was quickly censored: as In March 1957, the US customs intercepted a shipment of the books. It was released two months later, so that a trial could get started on the following summer. Indeed, the author of “Howl” was accused of obscenity; Beat critic James Campbell pinpoints that his publisher as well, Lawrence Ferlinghetti, was charged with “publishing and selling obscene literature” (173). Nonetheless, by the end of the trial, both Ginsberg and Ferlinghetti were acquitted, and the poem was legally authorised again.

“Howl” is an epic in the tradition of long poems. Its poetics, highly innovative in many regards, intensifies the transgressive aspect of its contents. It is made of four parts (three main parts and a footnote), and engages with the feeling of alienation in post-war America and the dereliction of modern Western civilisation generally.

In the 1950s, prosperity spread as the American economy was stiumlated after the Second World War. As a culture of consumerism developed, reality became more and more rationalised, in line with the modern paradigm of maximisation of profits. As a consequence, this cultural trend provoked a political and aesthetic reaction that aimed, essentially, at re-mystifying the real. It is this historical reaction that most of the writings of the Beat generation epitomise; in this regard, “Howl” is no exception, as the poet gave in to his desire to denounce the squalor of modern civilisation.

II.

In a crucial way, Oswald Spengler (1880-1936) sheds light on Ginsberg’s cultural admonition that is contained in “Howl”. The historian, in his 1918 work The Decline of the West, prophesied the downfall of Western civilisation. In fact, Spengler devised history as a juxtaposition of cycles: in studying past historical events, he could predict what would re-occur in the near-future. Consequently, as critic Klaus Fischer pinpoints, Spengler broke down history into cultural units, defined as “historical phenomena which encompass the common elements shared by particular individuals, groups, peoples, and nations at any given time in history” (125). Following on from this, Spengler believed that cultures perform, at their own level, the logic of life cycles of living organisms, and repeat themselves under a few forms that are not infinite and that may, therefore, be theoretically modeled.

In more detail, Spengler observed that what determined the position of culture cycles (that is, whether they exemplified a rise or a fall at a specific moment of their existence) was their degree of connection to Nature. According to the historian, a culture rises when it features an intuitive connection of a people – the microcosm – to the macrocosm. The macrocosm refers to the unalterable structure and processes of the universe; it includes the cosmos and its energy, which make up for what Spengler calls the “cosmic beat” (227). It matches with the definition of the Dasein (the metaphysical notion of “being there”). For Spengler, such a connection of a people to Nature – that is, of a microcosm to the cosmic beat of the macrocosm– is a proof of the organicity and vigour of a culture, which may thus harmoniously develop.

On the contrary, what triggers the decay of a culture is its disconnection from Nature, especially in the mediation of the experience of the real through the intellect that makes positivism and critical investigation the enemies of cultures. Ultimately, what makes a culture deliquescent in Spenglerian terms, is the loss of faith in its social praxis, the dislocation of its unity and its abusive rational organisation through what is termed the glorification of “false idols” (378), implicitly referring to the deceit of money and ego.

We have thus identified the dialectical system of Spengler: it is founded upon the opposition between a microcosm that exists in accord with its macrocosm (culture exemplifying Nature), and a microcosm that separates itself from the macrocosm (culture divorced from Nature).

In the first case, the figure of the “primitive man” emerges as a representative of a culture that connects with Nature, and which is characteristic of the phase of growth and development of a culture cycle. In the second case, a microcosm that disconnects itself from Nature and that champions, ontologically, a discredit of intuition and that upholds the supremacy of Reason and critical inquiry as the quintessence of a culture, characterises what Spengler identified as a movement of cultural decline. Correspondingly, the symbol of this decay within the cultural unit of the contemporary Western world is the figure of the modern Faustian man.

It is this opposition between the figures of the primitive and the modern Faustian man, that is between processes of rise and decline of cultures, that is deftly exemplified in Ginsberg’s poem “Howl” and that we will focus upon in the next sections.

Before moving forward into deeper analysis, we may notice that Spengler’s theory is tendentious in many regards. In order to be consistent and align his methodology with the contents of his outcomes, Spengler had to evacuate causality in his very practice of history. Therefore, the historian based his work on the precept that “a historical event is not caused: it grows” (182). From this stems that cultures are essentially nomadic, as works of art, especially, exemplify the theme of a culture. In the end, Spengler’s method is more intuitive than rational, as his practice of historical morphology and the search for homologies have replaced the logics of historical causality.

III.

These precisions will turn out to be instrumental in deciphering how the modern Faustian paradigm surfaces in Ginsberg’s poem. “Howl”, as an epic, depicts the vicissitudes of the modern world. In a crucial way, the cultural background that the I-narrator of the poem is immersed in is emblematic of the very end of a cultural cycle as defined by Spengler. It is perfectly illustrated in the second section of the poem specifically, which deals with the figure of “Moloch”. “Moloch” is a Biblical reference to a god who sacrificed children: metaphorically, Moloch stands for the dereliction of contemporary culture, especially in its relationship to technology, materialism and processes of rationalisation that alienate the human experience. In other terms, Ginsberg makes Moloch an epitome for the modern, Faustian city that incorporates many of the ingredients that define a cultural decay in Spenglerian terms. Let’s consider the following lines:

What sphinx of cement and aluminium bashed open their skulls

and ate up their brains and imagination? […]
Moloch whose mind is pure machinery! Moloch whose blood



is running money!



Moloch […] whose breast is a cannibal dynamo! Moloch


whose ear is a smoking tomb!
Moloch whose eyes are a thousand blind windows! Moloch

whose skyscrapers stand in the long streets like endless

Jehovahs! Moloch whose factories dream and croak in

the fog! Moloch whose smokestacks and antennae crown

the cities!
Moloch whose love is endless oil and stone! Moloch whose

 soul is electricity and banks! […] Moloch whose fate is a cloud of 
sexless hydrogen! Moloch whose name is the Mind!
 
[…] blind capitals! Demonic industries!


Spectral nations! (8-9)
A modern jeremiad, this passage concerned with Moloch references modern capitalism as it satirises the excesses of rationalism upon which it is founded. From a semantic perspective, we may notice that Moloch is made of industrial material (namely “cement” and “aluminium”); other terms such as “machinery”, “cannibal dynamo”, “cloud of hydrogen” appear throughout the quote and convey, altogether, images of factories and units of production in the reader’s mind that partake, essentially, in the theme of economic organisation. Within the matrix of Moloch, the presence of human beings is equated with productive capital: the poem, by means of an urgent rhythm that becomes both climactic and accusatory as it is strengthened by an aggressive punctuation, provides the reader with the impression that they have to perform the same soulless, repetitive tasks until the end of their lives, as the image of the “smoking tomb” suggests. Undoubtedly, the mechanisation of the supply chain that is outlined in this quote exemplifies the processes of rationalisation that have been applied to capitalism throughout the 20th century. In this sense, Moloch clearly signals the modern ethos of profitability. Indeed, its blood runs dollars and its soul is made of banks: Moloch personifies the economic model that rules modern Faustian culture.

Besides, as Ginsberg evokes the “spectral nations,” the reader realises that the political has no value nor reality in Moloch. What is suggested is that citizens renounce their faculties of imagination, and ultimately their human nature, in order to be able to simply exist within the structure of Moloch. As they repress their instinctual responses, they alienate themselves to the productive apparatus and annihilate their humanity.

Eventually, as Ginsberg claims that “Moloch is the mind,” the reader understands that Moloch is but a product of the intellect, a rational construction based on causality made ubiquitous. Fundamentally then, it is this alliance of the intellect with the tools of rationalisation and the values of materialism concentrated in one place – the city – that this passage exemplifies, and that epitomises the decay of civilisation as theorised by Spengler.

Beyond the disjunction of the modern Faustian culture with Nature, it is a disengagement from the divine that Moloch features, implying yet another move towards a decaying movement of the Western culture. In effect, Ginsberg laments the lack of spirituality in Moloch: “Visions! omens! hallucinations! miracles! ecstasies! gone down / the American river! […] / Breakthroughs! over the river! flips and crucifixions! gone down / the flood! Highs! Epiphanies! Despairs! […] / down on the rocks of Time!” (9) More particularly, the emotional states that Ginsberg evokes in this quote are the products of faith, as opposed to Reason; they cannot be logically explained, or demonstrated scientifically. Nonetheless, these states constitute an essential truth for the subjects who do experience them through religious practice. In Moloch however, whatever evades the rationale of causality is denied, condemning its subjects to an atheism that purports an exclusive devotion to materialism. This is what Ginsberg expresses in the following quote: “Moloch the heavy judger of men! […] Moloch whose buildings are judgments!” (8) In other terms, the ancient theological connection that Spengler thought crucial in the growth and harmony of cultures is irremediably lost, since the spiritual cannot be grasped by Reason. This is how a process of secularisation takes place, as Moloch’s skyscrapers become the new Jehovahs, the Faustian gods. This substitution, however, could never replace the experience of the divine: as  Ginsberg confirms through his outcry, “Moloch in whose I dream angels!” (9) 

Ultimately, Moloch is a forcible proponent of individualism: “Moloch in whom I sit lonely!” (9) This line lays the stress on the process of atomisation of the social sphere that Moloch champions. In a crucial way, this process is referred to by Spengler as yet another characteristic that partakes in the decline of a culture.

As we move towards the third part of the poem, “Howl” becomes more ambivalent towards Spengler’s dialectics. In the third section, Ginsberg addresses his friend and lover Carl Solomon, who is interned in Rockland, a psychiatric hospital. On the one hand, Ginsberg’s lines fire a sharp criticism at the psychiatric institution: for instance, “I’m with you in Rockland / where fifty more shocks will never return your soul to its / body again from its pilgrimage to a cross in the void.” (10-11) This line in particular may be read, from a Spenglerian perspective, as a discredit directed against the very institutions of a culture. Indeed, through Ginsberg’s critique of the psychiatric practice that surfaces in this quote lies a disavowal of normative authorities; formally, this fracture between a people and its institutions is yet another feature that characterises decaying cultures in Spengler’s theory.

On the other hand, that section also features an anaphora (namely, “I’m with you in Rockland” (10-11)) that is extremely powerful as it re-occurs between each line. In substance, the compassionate message addressed by Ginsberg to his friend lays the stress on the humanity of the two protagonists, as one is trying to communicate his compassion to the other. After the brutalisation of life that the part based on Moloch exemplified, the tone of the poem operates a dramatic reversal: as the anaphora strengthens the sense of communion between the two men, a quality of a transcendental nature surfaces at that very moment of the poem. It is significant in Spenglerian terms because it is not based on causality (or interest, which is a form of calculation, a product of rationality), but on a pure feeling of love that rises above Reason. This is how the third part of “Howl” announces a change of paradigm: out of the modern Faustian culture and against all odds, a new figure emerges, which is the one of the primitive as evoked in The Decline of The West.
IV.

“Howl”, in substance, provides the reader with a series of elements that suggests the presence of the figure of the primitive. This figure comes, essentially, as the dialectical opposite of the one of the modern Faustian man. In the first part especially, the poem centres on protagonists that feature, within themselves, a propension to freely let go of their primal instincts regardless of social and moral restraints. To start with, we may notice that their alignment with what Spengler termed the cosmic beat is made manifest by the poet: “angelheaded hipsters burning for the ancient heavenly connection to the starry dynamo in the machinery of night” (1); later: “sun and moon and tree vibrations in the roaring winter dusks of Brooklyn” (2). That is to say that these protagonists connect, quite instinctively, with their macrocosmic environment.

Ontologically, the protagonists described in this first part experience the real in a way that differs from the modern Faustian man’s. As we can observe in the following lines:

I saw the best minds of my generation […]


burning their money in wastebaskets, […]

who ate fire in paint hotels or drank turpentine in Paradise


Alley, Death, or purgatoried their torsos night after night 

with dreams, with drugs, with waking nightmares, alcohol and


cock and endless balls, […]

yacketayakking screaming vomiting whispering facts and


memories and anecdotes and eyeball kicks and shocks of


hospitals and jails and wars,

who wandered around and around at midnight in the railroad


yard wondering where to go, and went, leaving no


broken hearts, […]

who studied Plotinus Poe St John of the Cross telepathy and


bop kabbalah because the cosmos instinctively vibrated


at their feet in Kansas, […] who howled on their knees in the subway and were dragged off


the roof waving genitals and manuscripts, […]

who burned cigarette holes in their arms protesting the narcotic


tobacco haze of Capitalism, […]

who plunged themselves under meat trucks looking for an egg. (1-5)
The behaviour of these characters (introduced in the poem by means of a synecdoche as “the best minds of [the author’s] generation”), although not rational, appears to be fairly intuitive and untamed by society: they appear to give in to their own instincts and wills of the moment, as they discard the sets of norms and rules imposed by modern culture. Additionally, there is a profound subversive flavour in their acts: in burning money, for instance, they stage a refusal to co-operate with – and be part of – the modern world as it is, resisting the very framework of Moloch.

In terms of form, the very poetics of that part of the poem matches with the contents: Ginsberg’s aesthetics illustrates the instinctive aspect of Ginsberg’s writing. The energetic rhythm (resulting, essentially, from the use of the anaphora “who” that produces a colossal accumulation of statements),  seems to fit in a natural breathing pattern. In fact, the lines of the poem match with breath units, as critic Richard Gray notices in his work American Poetry in the 20th Century. More specifically, each of Ginsberg’s lines corresponds to “one physical-mental inspiration of thought contained in the elastic of breath” (301). Through this device, Ginsberg aims to reconnect his poetry with the organicity of the living: it suggests a will to align poetry – and art generally – with the microcosm, which is itself seeking to fit in the cosmic beat of the macrocosm.

Moreover, the neologisms (such as “yacketayakking” for instance) and onomatopeia scattered here and there throughout the first part of “Howl” strengthen the impression of immediacy of the poem, as if the flow of the mind was too quick and too unconstrained to interiorise syntactical conventions. In the end, Ginsberg’s poetics, in the first part of “Howl” specifically, aims at producing a deliberate effect of accumulation of statements that champion an ancient form of cultural innocence and elementariness that partake, altogether, in the paradigm of primitiveness that the poem supports.

This first part also features a critique of what may be termed productivism, understood as the process of material production that holds the maximisation of profit as its core value. As the following lines demonstrate: “[The best minds of my generation] who burned cigarette holes in their arms protesting the narcotic tobacco haze of Capitalism” (3). For Ginsberg as well as Spengler, Capitalism is envisaged as a set of artificial conditions of the production of the real that is forced onto the nature of men. It is, fundamentally, a product of rationality applied to the economic organisation of Western societies that irrevocably conditions their subjects (“narcotic tobacco haze”). This is how, according to Spengler, the systematisation and rationalisation of the production partakes in a decaying movement of culture, and participates in the definition of an archetype of Faustian modernity as exemplified in Ginsberg’s poem.

Furthermore, in its argument against Reason, “Howl”  features a few lines that humourously evoke a discredit of intellectualism: for instance, “[…] who passed through universities with radiant cool eyes hallucinating / Arkansas and Blake-light tragedy among the / scholars of war, / who were expelled from the academies for crazy and publishing / obscene odes” (1), and  “[…] who threw potato salad at CCNY lecturers on Dadaism” (6). Beyond the irony of these two quotes that implicitly prompts a transvaluation of the values of academia, the form of anti-intellectualism that the poem purports fits in the trope of the primitive because universities are seen as institutions that promote knowledge and advocate rational means to investigate the real. In other terms, Ginsberg and Spengler reproach academia with the cold scientific rationality of its method: it is based on Logos, instead of intuition or telepathic connection with the macrocosm. In the end, universities represent yet another terrain where Ginsberg meets with Spengler in the critique of modern Faustian civilisation.
Notwithstanding, the louder yearning for the primitive in “Howl” undoubtedly lies in the spiritual connection that the poem features. As the third and fourth parts show: “I’m with you in Rockland / where the faculties of the skull no longer admit the / worms of the senses” (10), and later: “Holy! Holy! Holy! Holy! Holy! Holy! Holy! Holy! Holy! Holy! / Holy! Holy! Holy! Holy! Holy! / The world is holy! The soul is holy! The skin is holy! The nose / Is holy! (…) Everything is holy! Everybody’s holy! Everywhere is holy! / Everyday is in eternity! Everyman’s an Angel!” (12) Here, the radical enthusiasm for the divine is made explicit. In more detail, critic Tony Trigilio reads in Ginsberg’s footnote a “holy cleansing following the apocalyptical representations of the poem” (22): indeed, as the interpretation of the senses is superseded by faith, Ginsberg’s incantatory footnote displays a theological fervour that testifies for an unshakable conviction that everything and everybody will be redeemed. This religious frenzy portends the close relationship of the protagonists of the poem (and the I-narrator in particular) to the divine, which is one of the essential tropes that characterises the figure of the primitive, and that has been lost in the modern world.

In the end, I have devised “Howl” as a site of tensions that spells out the dialectical argument introduced by Spengler in The Decline of the West. I have shown that the poem is articulated, fundamentally, between the paradigm of the modern Faustian man on the one hand, and a breakthrough to primitiveness on the other. These two categories are not necessarily hermetic: as John Tytell remarks, “the torture of [Howl’s angelheaded hipster’s] damnation were like Orphic ordeals, sending him into an ecstatic song of destruction which ended in the radiance of secret knowledge” (21). That is to say that, as the poem transfers its protagonsits from one world to the other, “Howl” appears to be located at the junction between the modern and the primitive, that is between the end of a culture and the beginning of a new one. As Ginsberg, through his representation of the Beat subculture, meets with Spengler on the terrain of cultural politics, the figure of the primitive is praised and glorified throughout his poem. Crucially, then, Nature is taken back into favour, as it is instrumental in the construction of a critique of modern civilisation, be it aesthetic or historical.

The conception of Nature that the two writers defend, however, might slightly differ from one to the other. Assuredly, it is a place of cosmic unity, human communion and divine transcendence for both of them. But Spengler saw Nature as an essentially hostile milieu in constant warfare, when Ginsberg interpreted it as essentially peaceful, bucolic, and cooperative. It is upon that disagreement on the very definition of Nature that lays the limits of a Spenglerian interpretation of Ginsberg’s “Howl”.
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