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ABSTRACT 
This paper examines how Stephen King’s 11/22/63 and The Dark Tower series make use of ideas 
found in quantum fiction — including time loops, alternate dimensions, and portal travel -- to 
create a multiverse that subverts conventional linear conceptions of reality. His works actively 
integrate principles of quantum mechanics, exploring concepts such as parallel universes, time 
dilation, and the inherent uncertainty of observation, often challenging classical notions of a 
singular, deterministic reality. This literary approach often destabilises realist aesthetics and 
classical paradigms of reality by presenting intricate or repetitive plot structures that juxtapose 
characters' life stories across parallel universes. This can manifest as narratives featuring 
alternate histories, where different choices lead to divergent timelines, or as stories where 
characters navigate multiple, simultaneously existing dimensions. Such narratives not only 
entertain but also prompt readers to reconsider the fundamental nature of existence, often 
employing techniques like intertextuality and metaphysical exploration to deepen their 
philosophical inquiry, and the impact continues to exist outside of the collective cultural 
consciousness. The study reveals that King's multiverse endeavours toward philosophical 
inquiry and postmodern narrative. Exploring temporal disturbances in 11/22/63 and the 
metaphysical structure of The Dark Tower, the article argues that King’s fiction offers significant 
insights into current literary notions of reality, memory and cause and effect. 

KEYWORDS: Time Loop; Multiverse; Stephen King; Quantum Narratives; Intertextuality  

 

INTRODUCTION 
Widely acknowledged to be a maestro of horror, 
Stephen King is considered one of the most gifted 
writers capable of blending elements of a 
psychological thriller, historical fiction, supernatural 
fantasy, and experimental metaphysics. Although his 
reputation rests on the stories of supernatural horror 
and small-town dread, King’s later work sees him 
moving with increasing seriousness into explorations 
of complex philosophical issues and speculative 
structures, particularly those informed by quantum 
theory. Throughout this corpus, time loops, parallel 
dimensions, and metaphysical architecture get 
established as recurring themes, implicating an 
authorial investment not just in terrifying the reader 
but in investigating the fabrics of reality. 
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This confluence of science and story positions King 
in the informally recognised genre that scholars are 
now calling quantum fiction -- a literary mode that 
includes the kinds of elements King uses and draws 
from quantum mechanics, such as multiverses, 
temporal disjunctions, and non-linear causality. As 
theorised by authors such as Lance Olsen and 
theoretical physicists like Michio Kaku (2006), 
quantum fiction subverts linearity and rocks 
ontological stability, highlighting ambiguity, 
multiplicity, and the simultaneous existence of 
competing realities. In this fiction, reality isn’t solid; 
it’s fluid, shaped by what’s seen, remembered and 
perceived. 

This kind of literary philosophy is perhaps nowhere 
more apparent than in the towering multiverse that 
King has been building, a sprawling web of stories, 
characters and realities. From Derry to Mid-World, 
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from Ka to Todash space, King’s fictional universe is 
built on a series of nested planes of time and space, 
connected by metaphysical doorways and powered 
by a feeling of cosmic design. Symbolically and 
literally, the Dark Tower is the axis on which this 
universe spins, connecting King's various worlds but 
also linking genres, themes and philosophical 
explorations throughout King's career. 

This research paper examines two of King’s most 
structurally sophisticated works: 11/22/63 (2011), a 
time travel/historical intervention novel, and The 
Dark Tower series (1982–2004), his genre-bending 
magnum opus, considered the lynchpin of his 
multiverse. In both works, King uses speculative 
matter -- the loops, the portals, the multiverse -- as 
modes of plot, but also as pathways for metaphysical 
speculation. These books question the lines between 
past and future, self and other, fiction and reality. In 
the end, this study contends it is not merely a single 
fictional work by the author, but King’s speculative 
architectural project at large, which represents an 
urgent investigation into fate, causality and the 
shifting architecture of the real, one that clearly 
situates his oeuvre within the rising literary tradition 
of quantum fiction. 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
Quantum fiction is fiction that works with the tropes 
and concepts of quantum physics, including that of 
parallel universes, time loops, observer effect and 
quantum entanglement. Lance Olsen points out 
writing “as a possibility space where everything can 
and should be considered, attempted, and troubled” 
(Olsen 2012 19). Others, such as Robert Lanza, have 
asserted via biocentrism that consciousness 
determines reality, and Michio Kaku, a popular 
physicist, explains the multiverse as a natural 
consequence of quantum theory. This view indicates 
that fiction itself is well adapted to respond to the 
speculative aspects of our scientific understandings. 

In the realm of science, Hugh Everett's many-worlds 
theory suggests that all potential quantum events 
concurrently occur in alternate divergent realities. 
This theory draws upon postmodern narratives, as 
evident in fantasy and speculative genres. The 
metaphysical position known as modal realism, 
associated with the philosopher David Lewis, 
suggests a way of thinking about the quantum 
multiverse which provides a path between physics 
and fiction, in which all different worlds can exist and 
even interact like any other realised universe. 

In literary studies, Brian McHale had speculated on 
postmodern fiction and its ontological orientation. 
Whereas modernist literature wonders, “Which 
world is this? What is to be done in it? Which of my 
selves is to do it?” (2004 10). This is a concern, 
central to Stephen King’s multiverse, in which 
ontological divisions collapse in a network of 
repeated motifs, characters and spaces shared 
between disparate texts. 

Linda Hutcheon’s concept of historiographic 
metafiction is also relevant to the theory. Such 
“historiographic metafiction plays upon the truth and 
lies of the historical record” (1988 114). King 
reimagines and rewrites history in 11/22/63 with the 
help of speculative time travel, rendering the past as 
anything but stable. 

King’s multiverse mirrors intertextual and 
transmedia storytelling, the latter of which Henry 
Jenkins describes in terms of “transmedia 
storytelling”:  

“Transmedia storytelling refers to a new 
aesthetic that has emerged in response to 
media convergence, one that places new 
demands on consumers and depends on 
the active participation of knowledge 
communities” (Jenkins 2006 21).  

King’s fiction is also thickly cross-referential, 
resulting in a giant narrative universe that operates 
like a literary quantum field. 

Ultimately, Paul Ricoeur’s theory of time as narrative 
provides a philosophical context for King’s 
manipulation of chronology. It is through story that 
time is endowed with a human quality which is 
otherwise numinous and impersonal; the argument 
drawn in this case from Ricoeur is that “…time 
becomes human time to the extent that it is 
organised after the manner of a narrative” (1984 3). 
King’s loops, alternate timelines, and collapsing 
realities reflect this understanding of things, and 
invite readers to take time as a liquid, insubstantial 
and emotionally laden entity. 

These theoretical frames enable a deeper 
comprehension of King’s speculative fiction as 
something concerned not only with literary 
implications of multiverse theory, nonlinear 
temporality, and metaphysical uncertainty, but also 
with philosophical imperatives. 
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KING’S MULTIVERSE: STRUCTURE AND 
PHILOSOPHY 
At the centre of King’s large and widely cited universe 
of literature stands the Dark Tower, a mythic building 
that has the power to bind his multiverse together like 
an axis mundi. The Tower is more than just a 
metaphorical centre—it is also a literal and figurative 
structure that links all of reality located in King’s 
fictional universe. The Tower stands at “the nexus of 
time” and space—it holds all worlds together (1982 
203). The Tower stands at the trigon of time and 
space; it is what holds all worlds together. It’s the 
origin of order and the end, the fulcrum upon which 
the stories and worlds in King’s innumerable books 
balance. 

Included in this cosmology are the ideas of Ka, 
Todash and Keystone Earth. Ka -- an expression 
taken from the fictional concept of the High Speech -
- refers to fate or destiny and controls the paths the 
characters tread in seemingly impossible ways. As 
Roland thinks about it, Ka is a wheel; it spins round 
and round, always rotating and turning back to 
repetitive deja vu origins. This sense of fate being 
cyclical has its resonance in both Eastern thought 
and modern concepts of recursion in quantum 
theory. Meanwhile, Todash space serves as the 
space between worlds --an antechamber of story not 
unlike the quantum vacuum, occupied by monstrous 
beings in existential danger. Finally, Keystone Earth 
is a “prime” reality - a constant from which all other 
realities spring. 

King’s multiverse also benefits from character 
returns through texts. Characters like Randall Flagg 
(in The Stand, The Eyes of the Dragon and The Dark 
Tower) are agents of chaos and evil that span 
multiple worlds. Similarly, Father Callahan of 
Salem’s Lot, who reappears in The Dark Tower, has 
his life stretching across not only stories but realities. 
A key series character, Jake Chambers, dies and is 
resurrected in different alternate universes, the 
multiverse reflecting an indeterminate, pliable 
relation of time and identity. These characters, 
character-defects or not, are not isolated curiosities, 
but signs of some kind of shared trans-dimensional 
nature as King’s storytelling works like a quantum 
spider web. 

In a highly metafictional twist, the author made an 
appearance in The Dark Tower series, with Stephen 
King, the character, being a part of the worlds he has 
created. His fictional counterpart is plagued by 
memory loss, bound to the laws of Ka and is pivotal 

to the destiny of Roland’s quest. That narrative self-
insertion puts the author not as a god who created 
the universe of his novel but as a fragile player in it -- 
a world that is as much determined by invisible 
hands as it is by creative will. 

This multiverse appears in more oblique intertextual 
relationships, too. In 11/22/63, Jake Epping passes 
through Derry, a town terrorised by the evil entity It. 
He even meets two kids, Beverly and Richie, further 
linking this historical fiction to supernatural horror. 
References to the Dark Tower and a sense of 
temporal unease point to 11/22/63 occurring within 
the same multiverse. Equally, themes from The 
Shining, such as telepathic ability (the “shine”), echo 
between novels, and the quantum nature of King’s 
literary universe becomes clearer. 

Case Study I: 11/22/63 – Time Loops and 
Temporal Fragility 
11/22/63 (2011) follows Jake Epping, a high school 
teacher who stumbles upon a time portal in the back 
of a local diner that transports him to one fixed point 
in the past: September 9, 1958. Recruited by diner 
owner Al, Jake’s purpose is to stop the assassination 
of John F Kennedy on November 22, 1963. What at 
first appears to be a simple story unfolds into a 
complex meditation on time, memory, mourning and 
ethical obligation, with everything else dedicated to 
the logic of quantum uncertainty and the 
precariousness of linear reality. 

The time travel mechanics in 11/22/63 are 
deceptively simple. The only catch is that every 
passage through the portal sends the traveller back 
to the same point, in 1958. No matter how long Jake 
stays in the past, only two minutes have elapsed in 
the present. Importantly, each trip back through the 
gate resets the timeline and reverts all changes it has 
made up until that point. This reset ability creates a 
temporal loop in which events can be experienced 
over and over, but never without a price. The butterfly 
effect — the belief that small changes in the past can 
produce enormous and unpredictable changes to 
the future — is at the centre of the novel. When Jake 
finally stops JFK’s assassination, the future he 
returns to in 2011 is a nightmare of natural disasters, 
civil strife, and nuclear war. 

That logic of different timelines and ripple effects is 
not unlike quantum mechanics’ many-worlds 
hypothesis. The novel presents time as brittle, 
nonlinear, self-correcting -- a system that 
“harmonises” to deliver and preserve some 
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outcomes. But, as Jake learns, “the past didn’t like to 
be changed. It was obdurate.” (King 173). His 
interventions are thwarted by accidents, violent 
coincidences and sudden obstacles, as if time itself, 
embodied in a single moment, were a living force, 
opposed to control. This storytelling trick is 
analogous to the observer effect in quantum physics, 
where the act of observing changes the thing being 
observed. By actualising himself in the past, Jake 
changes history and disrupts the timeline, not 
necessarily for the better. 

King’s story also delves into the philosophical 
contrast of destiny versus free will. Jake’s initial 
reasons are altruistic, but his story quickly becomes 
deeply personal and fraught with high emotion. 
Between his escalating feelings for Sadie, the woman 
who lived in another time, and the new life he 
suspects he can have, Jake feels torn by self-doubt 
and by society’s threats to Sadie’s life. But when he 
decides in the end to undo what he’s done and 
comes back to the timeline they left behind, it's an 
act of moral cost and love, but it’s also an 
acceptance of the irreversible. 

The philosophical inquiry is coloured by the novel’s 
meditation on memory and temporal dislocation. 
When he enters the changed present, Jake is 
disoriented, mourning and haunted by phantoms of 
what could have been. Time, in King’s hands, is not 
just a series of events but a psychological and 
emotional experience -- fallible, recursive and 
fiercely personal. For Paul Ricoeur, narrative is a 
form under which the human being renders 
temporality intelligible, that is, able to come to terms 
with time. Jake’s own story is the story of this 
struggle, the story of a figure trying to thrust meaning 
and coherence onto the world and finding a world 
that stubbornly resists it.  

11/22/63 exemplifies what Linda Hutcheon 
considers historical metafiction: “…any naive realist 
concept of representation but also any equally naive 
textualist or formalist assertions of the total 
separation of art from the world” (1988 125). King’s 
attention to detail as he re-creates the late 1950s and 
early 1960s, including well-known social tensions, 
only undermines the power that many readers have 
taken from this work: that history is something to be 
corrected or controlled. The interplay between real 
history (Lee Harvey Oswald, the Kennedy family) and 
the conjectural logics of time travel further muddles 
the line separating historical facts from fictive 
interference. In the end, 11/22/63 is about more than 

just a time-travelling action-packed thriller; it’s 
King’s meditation on grief, history, and the human 
ability to think we’re in the driver’s seat. It expresses 
a profoundly human fear: that if the past is 
changeable, the future is uncertain, and the cost of 
intervening may be too high. By conflating the 
metaphysics of quantum theory with the ethics of 
historical change, King tells a story of time, reality, 
and responsibility that forces readers to re-examine 
the collective aspects of all three. 

Case Study II: The Dark Tower Series – 
Portals, Parallel Realities, and the Cosmic 
Cycle 
Stephen King’s The Dark Tower series (1982–2004) is 
a sprawling epic that blends fantasy, horror, sci-fi 
and metafiction in an epic existential journey through 
space and time. At the heart is Roland Deschain, the 
last of the Gunslingers, who in his single-minded 
quest to reach the Dark Tower — an enigmatic 
structure that serves as the invisible lynchpin of 
every universe — uncovers a dense narrative cosmos 
in which portals, alternate realities and quantum-
calibre logic hold sway. The Tower serves as the axis 
mundi, where all worlds meet. 

Portals are the key to navigating this multiverse. They 
materialise as physical doors -- there are doors in 
some of the stories -- (King 2003b) and natural events 
like “thinnies” -- membrane-like anomalies where 
reality is thin -- and Todash space, a kind of quantum 
void where creatures live with no physical form. 
These thresholds are in the spirit of quantum 
superposition, where any combination of outcomes 
is possible until observed. Roland and his allies 
travel through dimensions in which past, present and 
future are jumbled together, like particles suspended 
in a quantum field in physics. 

That instability also infects time, which is nonlinear, 
looping, and recursive in the series. The final twist of 
The Dark Tower VII is that Roland’s journey has a 
circular nature; he is trapped in an eternal return, 
fated to repeat the same journey over and over with 
only the slightest of permutations. This contrivance 
reminds us of Nietzsche’s eternal recurrence and the 
time-loop cliché in quantum fiction. 

Characters in The Dark Tower like Father Callahan 
from Salem’s Lot, Randall Flagg from The Stand, and 
Patrick Danville from Insomnia step through into 
Roland’s quest, hinting at a multiverse of story 
threads, in which all of King’s works weave into one 
vast narrative web. As McHale observes, 



Journal of Teaching and Research in English Literature 
Vol. 16 No. 3 (July 2025) 

23 

postmodern fiction is defined by its ontological 
assumption “… for instance: What is a world? What 
kinds of world are there, how are they constituted, 
and how do they differ?” (McHale 2004 10). 

Most interestingly, Stephen King makes a cameo 
appearance in the series (Song of Susannah and The 
Dark Tower VII). In these volumes, King is both 
creator and creation, a writer born to pen Roland’s 
story or suffer cosmic consequences. This act 
foregrounds the fact that fiction is made, displaying 
metafictional recursion: “As a writer of stories, was 
King not a creator? And at bottom, wasn’t creation 
about making something from nothing…” (2004, 38). 

Those involving entropy, identity separation and 
distinction between destiny and will are particularly 
prevalent. Characters in the novel drift apart, the 
timeline skips, memory evaporates; a consequence 
following the uncertainty theory, an echo resembling 
quantum decoherence and thermodynamic decay. 
The cosmic force that gods and men obey is Ka, 
which the book translates as “fate,” and it guides the 
overall moral and metaphysical architecture of the 
story. As Eddie Dean says, “Ka’s a wheel, and it 
always turns” (2003c 217). 

More importantly, it delves into narrative as world-
building, not just what happens within the story, but 
also as a philosophical idea. The Tower is bound by 
stories, and reality starts slipping away when the 
stories end. “That is where many stories end;” (2003c 
96). So narrative is not just a mode of representation, 
but a force of cosmological cohesion. 

Most formally, it’s nothing but fractal plotting--
plotting which reproduces elements of itself even 
across different books, and within single books, and 
nested realities; nesting that reflects quantum 
theory, somehow guides the book’s plot. The world-
building, too, is densely intertextual, alluding to 
Tolkien, Arthurian myth, spaghetti westerns and 
Lovecraftian horror. Each is a seed of the whole, like 
a Mandelbrot set. 

CONCLUSION: QUANTUM FICTION AND 
THE KINGIAN IMAGINATION 
Thus, through Stephen King’s 11/22/63 and The Dark 
Tower series, we are shown how speculative fiction 
can be used as a medium to explore some rather 
deep philosophical questions. Using portals, time 
loops and parallel realities, King explores challenging 

existential and ethical questions -- from the 
responsibility of choice to the definition of cause and 
self. In each of these two texts, reality is represented 
as flexible, multi-layered, and even participatory, in a 
fashion similar to quantum notions, including but not 
limited to the many-worlds interpretation and 
observer effect.  

King’s multiverse is not just a storytelling device, but 
a cosmology that resonates with contemporary fears 
about time, memory, historical trauma and human 
agency. His work further reworks horror and fantasy 
as not just entertainment, but as modes of 
addressing epistemological indeterminacy and 
ontological dislocation. 

Ultimately, King’s fiction urges readers to analyse 
their complicity in building narratives and history, 
stressing the point that stories shape worlds. By 
merging literary heft with speculative architecture, 
King has positioned himself at the heart of a 
contemporary movement in quantum fiction --a form 
where science, story, and self perpetually weave 
together. 
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