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Reading Allen Ginsberg’s poem ‘Howl’ through Spengler’s theory might seem somehow counter-intuitive. Ginsberg, by the time of ‘Howl’, was a young Beat poet involved in progressive politics, when Spengler was a conservative German historian who despised the legacy of the Enlightenment and social progress. And yet, it is in the articulation of a critique of contemporary culture and the necessity to reconnect with a more natural order that the two meet. Ginsberg wrote ‘Howl’ in 1955. It was first made public at The Six Gallery in San Francisco, where a group of six poets gave a public reading of their works. It was published a year later in 1956. In March 1957, the US customs intercepted a shipment of the books. It was released two months later, and a trial started on the following summer. The author of ‘Howl’ and its publisher as well, Lawrence Ferlinghetti, were charged with obscenity. At the end of the trial, they were acquitted, and Ginsberg’s poem was legally authorised again.
 ‘Howl’ is a long poem in the tradition of the epic. It is made of four parts (three main parts and a footnote), and deals with fear, violence and engages with the pervasive feeling of alienation in post-war America. Through ‘Howl’, Ginsberg gave into his obsessive desire to denounce the self-destructive mania of Western civilisation.


Oswald Spengler was an historian who, in his 1918 work The Decline of the West, prophesied the downfall of Western civilisation.
 He devised history as a juxtaposition of cycles: therefore, Spengler thought that in studying past historical events, he could predict what would re-occur in the near-future.
 Spengler believed that cultures perform, at their own level, the logic of life cycles of living organisms, and repeat themselves in a few limited shapes. In his analysis, Spengler isolated 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’.
 Recent cultures, referred to as ‘high cultures’ in Spengler’s work, all follow the same pattern of rise and decline in cycles of about a thousand years each. More particularly, Spengler observed that what determined the rise or fall of culture cycles was their degree of connection to Nature. A culture rises when it features an intuitive connection of a people – the microcosm – to the macrocosm. The macrocosm is constituted by the Dasein, the metaphysical notion of ‘being there’. It refers to the unalterable structure and processes of the universe; that is, the cosmos and its energy, which make up for what Spengler refers to as the ‘cosmic beat’.
 For Spengler, such a connection to Nature – to the cosmic beat – is a proof of the organicity and liveliness of a culture, which may thus harmoniously develop. On the contrary, what precipitates the decay of a culture is its disconnection from Nature, especially in the mediation of the experience of the real through the intellect – the interplay of Reason especially – which makes positivism and critical investigation the enemies of cultures, in Spenglerian terms. Ultimately, what makes a culture deliquescent 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’, namely ego and money. Since the cultural unit that is featured in Ginsberg’s poem is the one of the contemporary Western world, I will pay attention to this specific culture as analysed by Spengler, which is referred to as the ‘Faustian culture’ in his writings.

Thus, the dialectical system of Spengler is made of the opposition between a microcosm in accord with its macrocosm (culture exemplifying nature), and a microcosm that separates itself from the macrocosm (culture divorced from nature). More specifically, 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. On the other hand, a disconnection from nature, a discredit of intuition, the supremacy of Reason and critical inquiry, characterise what Spengler termed the decline of a culture, and the modern Faustian man is the symbol of this downfall within the cultural unit of the Western world. It is this opposition between the figures of the primitive and the modern Faustian man, between processes of rise and decline of civilisation, that is deftly exemplified in Ginsberg’s poem ‘Howl’ and that will be examined in the next paragraphs.

‘Howl’, as an epic, depicts the vicissitudes of the modern world.
 The cultural background in which the main character of the poem is immersed 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. Crucially, Moloch stands for a metaphor of the dereliction of contemporary culture, especially in his relation to technology, materialism and processes of rationalisation that alienate and nullify the human experience. In other terms, Ginsberg makes Moloch an emblem for the modern, Faustian city that incorporates many of the ingredients that define a cultural decay in Spenglerian terms:
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!

A modern jeremiad, Moloch stands for an extended metaphor for the cold, rational, technological Western cities of the 20th century. In this passage, cement and aluminium refer to industrial materials; along with terms such as ‘machinery’, ‘cannibal dynamo’, ‘cloud of hydrogen’, they convey images of factories, units of production, and suggest mechanisms that involve causality. In Moloch, humans are envisaged in terms of productive capital: they have to perform the same soulless, repetitive tasks until the end of their lives, as the image of the ‘smoking tomb’ suggests. The mechanisation of the production chain, as outlined in this quote, exemplifies the processes of rationalisation that have been applied to capitalism throughout the 20th century. Moloch clearly signals the modern, Western paradigm of profit-making. Indeed, as its blood runs dollars, its soul is made of banks: Moloch personifies the economic model of modern Faustian culture. As Moloch embodies modern capitalism, Ginsberg satirises the excesses of rationalism upon which Western culture is founded.


Besides, as Ginsberg evokes ‘spectral nations’, the reader realises that the political has no tangible value in Moloch. What is suggested is that individuals renounce their human nature, their faculties of imagination. They repress their instinctual, natural responses, and reduce their field of consciousness to the objects of the productive apparatus. In fact, Moloch does not draw his energy from the ‘cosmic beat’: as he relies on oil and electricity, Ginsberg makes his disconnection from nature manifest. Meanwhile, as Ginsberg claims that ‘Moloch is the mind’, we understand that Moloch is a product of the intellect, a rational construction based on causality which is made ubiquitous. For Ginsberg, the concept of ‘the mind’ opposes both spirit and instinct. Through this opposition, the Spenglerian dichotomy in the poem becomes obvious. It is the combination of the intellect with the tools of Reason and the values of materialism concentrated in one place – the city – that Moloch exemplifies, and which epitomises the decay of civilisation as envisioned by Spengler.

  Beyond the disconnection between the modern Faustian culture and nature, it is a tendency towards spiritual alienation through a process of disengagement from the divine that Moloch typifies. For Spengler, this break is significant: it is a confirmation of the decay of Western culture. In effect in ‘Howl’, Ginsberg suggests that there is no room for spirituality under the reign of 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!

In fact, in Moloch everything must be made positively tangible; otherwise, it becomes non-existent. For the emotional and spiritual states that Ginsberg evokes in the quote are the products of faith, as opposed to Reason; they cannot be logically explained, or demonstrated scientifically. Nonetheless, Ginsberg suggests that these states constitute an essential truth for the individuals who do experience them through religious practice. The ancient theological connection that Spengler regarded as crucial in the growth and harmony of cultures is lost as well; it is lost because the spiritual cannot be grasped through Reason, which is the epistemological framework of reference for Moloch as we have seen. Thus, a process of secularisation takes place, as Moloch’s skyscrapers become the new ‘Jehovahs’, the Faustian gods.
 This substitution, however, cannot replace the experience of the divine for Ginsberg: ‘Moloch in whose I dream angels!’

In the third part of ‘Howl’, Ginsberg addresses his friend and lover Carl Solomon, who is interned in Rockland, a psychiatric hospital. On the one hand, Ginsberg’s lines address a fiery critique to the psychiatric institution, as in the following:
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.

This line may be read in Spenglerian terms as a discredit of institutions in general; behind Ginsberg’s criticism of the psychiatric practice lies a disavowal of normative authorities. This chasm between a people and its institutions is characteristic of decaying cultures for Spengler. On the other hand, this part of the poem also features an anaphora (‘I’m with you in Rockland’) which produces a humanising effect.
 The compassionate message addressed by Ginsberg to his friend Carl lays the stress on the humanity of the two protagonists, as one tries to communicate his compassion to the other. After the brutalisation of life exemplified in the Moloch section, Ginsberg attempts to retrieve a sense of unity and wholeness. The anaphora strengthens the sense of communion between the two men: it is not based on causality, or interest, but on a feeling of love. Crucially, this part epitomises a change of paradigm: out of the decaying modern Faustian culture, a new figure emerges; it is the one of the Spenglerian primitive.
‘Howl’ provides the reader with a series of elements that suggest the presence of the figure of the primitive; crucially, it may be interpreted as the dialectical opposite of the modern Faustian man. In the first part of the poem in particular, the poem centres on characters who, through their actions, exemplify their primal instincts. Their alignment with nature and spirit is made manifest by the poet:
[…] angelheaded hipsters burning for the ancient heavenly connec-

tion to the starry dynamo in the machinery of night,
[…] sun and moon and tree vibrations in the roaring winter dusks of Brooklyn.

As Ginsberg’s characters are receptive to the ‘cosmic beat’ as defined by Spengler, they relate to their cosmic environment, and ultimately to the godhead, in line with the Transcendentalist tradition that Ginsberg references throughout his poetry.

Crucially, Ginsberg’s ‘hipsters’, as described in the first part of the poem, behave in a non-conventional way. Their actions are, in fact, not quite rational, but rather intuitive and instinctive: as they give in to their own will and desires at each and every moment, they discard social norms and tend towards forms of true selfhood that may be interpreted as instances of existential authenticity. In terms of form, the very poetics of this first part of the poem illustrate the intuitive aspect of Ginsberg’s own writing: the numerous ellipses give the impression that the flow of the mind is too quick to be written down using an orthodox syntax. Along with a consideration for breath – each line is written as a self-contained breath unit – the neologisms and onomatopeia scattered here and there strengthen the instinctive feel of the language of the poem. Meanwhile, Ginsberg’s protagonists are ever critical of productivism. Both Ginsberg and Spengler see clear through the ideology of capitalism. As Ginsberg writes:
[…] burning their money in wastebaskets,
[…] who burned cigarette holes in their arms protesting the narcotic tobacco haze of Capitalism.

In its argument against Reason, the poem features a few lines that playfully evoke a discredit of academia:
[…] 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, […]
who threw potato salad at CCNY lecturers on Dadaism.

This form of anti-intellectualism fits in the framework of the primitive because universities are seen as institutions that promote knowledge and that provide positivist tools to investigate the real. It is based on Logos instead of intuition: this is yet another ground where Ginsberg meets with Spengler.
Nevertheless, the strongest yearning for the primitive, from a Spenglerian perspective, undoubtedly lies in the spiritual connection that the poem illustrates in its last parts. In Part 3, Ginsberg writes:
I’m with you in Rockland

where the faculties of the skull no longer admit the

worms of the senses.

Thus, as the interpretation of the senses is superseded by faith, Ginsberg closes the poem on an incantatory ‘Footnote to ‘Howl’’, in which he makes explicit the enthusiasm for the divine:


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!

The theological fervour testifies for an unshakable faith which is based on a form of pantheistic conception of the divine that penetrates subjects and objects altogether, as everything and everybody is holy and will be saved in Ginsberg’s ‘Footnote’. This spiritual frenzy portends the close relationship of the characters of the poem to the divine, which is one of the essential elements that characterise the figure of the primitive, and that the modern world has lost according to Spengler. This is how the dialectical opposite of the modern Faustian man, namely the primitive man, is depicted in ‘Howl’.

Through this paper, I have devised ‘Howl’ as a site of tensions that spells out Spengler’s dialectical argument between the modern Faustian paradigm represented in the poem on the one hand, and the breakthrough to primitiveness that is performed by the main protagonists on the other. These two categories are not necessarily hermetic: in fact, ‘Howl’ seems to be located at the junction between the death of a culture, and the birth of a new one, therefore articulating the two categories simultaneously, in line with Spengler’s model of cultural regeneration.
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