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The Philosophy of Cosmic Indifference in H.P. Lovecraft’s The Call of Cthulhu





Introduction
H.P. Lovecraft (1890-1937), of Providence Rhode Island, was an American author who rose to fame after inventing a new form of horror, focusing on fear of the unknown, as opposed to ghosts or violence.[footnoteRef:1] He loved science and astronomy, but he also believed that the universe was vast, empty, and indifferent to human life.[footnoteRef:2] Due to it, he came to a personal philosophy known as cosmicism according to which human beings have no special meaning in the infinite space and time of the cosmos.[footnoteRef:3] One of the best examples of this idea can be found in his story ‘The Call of Cthulhu.’ [1:  S.T. Joshi, The Weird Tale (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1990), p. 10.]  [2:  Michel Houellebecq, H.P. Lovecraft: Against the World, Against Life, trans. D. Pearsall (London: Gollancz, 2022), p. 22.]  [3:  Eugene Thacker, In the Dust of This Planet: Horror of Philosophy, Vol. 1 (Winchester: Zero Books, 2011), p. 45.] 

The story includes a short but powerful poem:
‘That is not dead which can eternally lie,
and with strange aeons, even death may die.’[footnoteRef:4] [4:  H.P. Lovecraft, ‘The Call of Cthulhu’, Weird Tales, February (1926), p. 159.] 

This poem demonstrates the worldview of Lovecraft in the universe as something large, cold, and incomprehensible by a person. It will be discussed in this essay a number of times in various contexts as a poetic statement of his concept of knowledge, morality, and the lack of divine meaning. Life, death and knowledge are perceived to be significant but to Lovecraft, these areas are quite tiny compared to the infinite might of the universe.[footnoteRef:5] The poem also suggests that even death, which we usually think is final, can lose its meaning when time and space have no limits.[footnoteRef:6] Because of this, Lovecraft’s world has no God, no clear morality, and no special place for humans.[footnoteRef:7] In this essay, I will argue that ‘The Call of Cthulhu’ and its poem both challenge human pride and show that our moral and religious beliefs may not fit into a universe that is cold, strange, and endless. [5:  Joshi, The Weird Tale, p. 27.]  [6:  Thacker, In the Dust of This Planet, p. 52.]  [7:  Houellebecq, Lovecraft, p. 36] 


The insignificance of humanity in Lovecraft’s philosophy and mythology
Lovecraft saw the human life as very minor and unimportant in front of the entire universe, and this idea turned out to be the foundation of his fiction and personal philosophy.[footnoteRef:8]He thought that people like to believe they are the centre of everything, but in reality, the universe is huge, cold, and does not care about human hopes or fears.[footnoteRef:9] Because of this, Lovecraft did not believe in God or in any moral plan that gives life meaning.[footnoteRef:10] This opinion resembles the pessimistic philosophy of Schopenhauer who also held the opinion that life lacks higher value and that the suffering of humans has originated in the illusion of meaning.[footnoteRef:11] [8:  Joshi, A Subtler Magick: The Writings and Philosophy of H.P. Lovecraft (Berkeley: Wildside Press, 1996), p. 15.]  [9:  Houellebecq, Lovecraft, p. 28.]  [10:  Thacker, In the Dust of This Planet, p. 59.]  [11:  Thacker, In the Dust of This Planet, p. 59.] 

Lovecraft created his own mythology, called the Cthulhu Mythos, to show a world ruled by ancient and powerful beings who do not know or care about people.[footnoteRef:12] In ‘The Call of Cthulhu,’ the creature Cthulhu is not evil in a human sense, but it is completely different and beyond our understanding. When humans discover even a small part of this truth, they feel fear and madness, because they realise that everything they believed about life, death, and God may be wrong.[footnoteRef:13] Thus, the story and the myth created by Lovecraft demonstrate that knowledge may ruin comfort and that people are just an insignificant accident in an enormous and indifferent universe. [12:  Lovecraft, ‘The Call of Cthulhu’, p. 162.]  [13:  Joshi, The Weird Tale, p. 35.] 

The limits of knowledge and reason
Lovecraft believed that human knowledge has limits, because the universe is too big and too strange for the human mind to understand.[footnoteRef:14] In ‘The Call of Cthulhu,’ every person who tries to learn too much about the hidden truth begins to lose their reason.[footnoteRef:15]As Lovecraft writes at the beginning of the story: [14:  Thacker, In the Dust of This Planet, p. 67.]  [15:  Lovecraft, ‘The Call of Cthulhu’, p. 170.] 

‘The most merciful thing in the world, I think, is the inability of the human mind to correlate all its contents. We live on a placid island of ignorance, in the midst of black seas of infinity, and it was not meant that we should voyage far. The sciences, each straining in its own direction, have hitherto harmed us little; but some day the piecing together of disconnected knowledge will open up such terrifying vistas of reality, and of our frightful position therein, that we shall either go mad from the revelation or flee from the deadly light into the peace and safety of a new dark age.’[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Lovecraft, ‘The Call of Cthulhu’, p. 159.] 

This passage captures the essence of Lovecraft’s philosophy: that knowledge itself can be dangerous, because to see the truth of existence is to realise the insignificance of humanity. The poem ‘That is not dead which can eternally lie, and with strange aeons, even death may die’ expresses the same idea in poetic form. It suggests that the world works by rules that we cannot fully understand, and that even things that seem impossible, like death, can change or disappear when time is infinite.[footnoteRef:17]The poem becomes a symbol of the danger of knowledge, because it reminds us that there are forces and truths older and greater than human life or thought.[footnoteRef:18]Scientists, explorers, and artists in the story all want to know more, but when they see the truth, they become afraid and hopeless. Lovecraft uses this to show that reason is weak and that curiosity can destroy peace of mind. So, while knowledge usually helps people feel safe, in Lovecraft’s world it only shows how small and powerless we are before the mystery of the cosmos.[footnoteRef:19] [17:  Houellebecq, Lovecraft, p. 44.]  [18:  Joshi, A Subtler Magick, p. 24.]  [19:  Thacker, In the Dust of This Planet, p. 73.] 

The absence of divine meaning
Lovecraft did not believe in God, and he often said that the universe has no plan and no purpose.[footnoteRef:20] He thought that religion was created by humans because they needed to feel safe and to believe that someone watches over them. But in his stories, there is no God who cares about people, and there is no heaven or hell, only the dark space filled with ancient and powerful beings.[footnoteRef:21] Lovecraft’s rejection of divine order also recalls Nietzsche’s idea of the ‘death of God,’ which suggests that traditional moral systems collapse when there is no higher power to justify them.[footnoteRef:22] [20:  Houellebecq, Lovecraft, p. 51.]  [21:  Thacker, In the Dust of This Planet, p. 77.]  [22:  Nietzsche, F. W. "The Gay Science, trans. WA Kaufmann (1974)." (1887).] 

The poem in ‘The Call of Cthulhu,’ becomes a symbol of this belief. It replaces the idea of eternal life with something much colder: not a soul that lives forever, but matter and energy that never die because they are part of a blind and endless universe.[footnoteRef:23] This shows that even death has no moral or spiritual meaning. Lovecraft’s gods, like Cthulhu, are not evil or good, because such words only make sense for humans.[footnoteRef:24]They simply exist, and they remind us that morality is only a small human invention. Therefore, in Lovecraft’s world, ethics and religion lose their value, because they cannot survive in a universe where life and death are both meaningless and eternal. [23:  Lovecraft, ‘The Call of Cthulhu’, p. 165.]  [24:  Joshi, A Subtler Magick, p. 39.] 

Ethical implications of cosmic indifference
Lovecraft’s idea that the universe has no purpose also changes the way we think about ethics and moral values. If the world does not have a divine plan, then ideas of good and evil become human inventions that exist only because people need order and comfort.[footnoteRef:25] In ‘The Call of Cthulhu,’ the poem ‘That is not dead which can eternally lie, and with strange aeons, even death may die’ helps to show this moral confusion. The words remind us that even death, which is often seen as the end of life and the beginning of judgment, loses all meaning when time and life have no limits.[footnoteRef:26] Since all things may be repeated or survive in some form or another, there is no obvious need to act in a morally right way or to demand justice.[footnoteRef:27]However, Lovecraft does not say that people should stop caring about right and wrong. Instead, he shows that morality is fragile and temporary, and that it exists only because humans are afraid of chaos.[footnoteRef:28] In a similar way, Camus later wrote about the absurd condition of humanity, where people must create their own values even when the universe is silent and meaningless.[footnoteRef:29] Therefore, Lovecraft’s philosophy is not about rejecting ethics, but about understanding that moral rules are small lights in a dark and endless universe. This makes his work both terrifying and philosophical, because it asks how people can live and make choices when nothing around them has meaning. [25:  Houellebecq, Lovecraft, p. 53.]  [26:  Lovecraft, ‘The Call of Cthulhu’, p. 167.]  [27:  Thacker, In the Dust of This Planet, p. 84.]  [28:  Joshi, A Subtler Magick, p. 43.]  [29:  Albert Camus, The Myth of Sisyphus (Paris: Gallimard, 1942), p. 9.] 

Conclusion
In conclusion, H.P. Lovecraft’s ‘The Call of Cthulhu’ and its short poem show a dark but powerful vision of the universe. Lovecraft believed that people are not the centre of creation, and that the world has no moral or divine plan.[footnoteRef:30]His philosophy of cosmicism explains that life and death are both parts of an endless process that has no meaning or purpose.[footnoteRef:31] The poem becomes a symbol of this truth, because it tells us that even the most final idea, death, can lose its meaning when time and space never end.[footnoteRef:32] The vision of Lovecraft challenges religion, ethics, and human pride and he appeals to the readers to envision themselves as very tiny portions of a much bigger and cold universe. His message may be pessimistic but it also causes people to think about humility, knowledge and limitation of reason. The silence and poetic diction of the poem is a contrast to the horror of the story and this contrast allows the reader to experience simultaneously fear and amazement of the enigma of the existence. By doing so, Lovecraft is able to convey a profound philosophical statement that meaning and morality are human constructs that are incapable of enduring the cold and callous universe. Ultimately ‘The Call of Cthulhu’ is not just a horror novel, but a philosophical treatise on what it means to be a human being when there is nothing in the universe that is interested in whether we will die. [30:  Houellebecq, Lovecraft, p. 59.]  [31:  Thacker, In the Dust of This Planet, p. 90.]  [32:  Lovecraft, ‘The Call of Cthulhu’, p. 172.] 
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