Steins Gate: Unravelling Determinism Through the Threads of Time

“It is those who possess wisdom who are the greatest fools. History has shown us this. You could say that this is the final warning from God to those who resist.” – Rintaro Okabe

Overview: Determinism
Determinism is a philosophical movement which proposes that all actions and events in our universe are predetermined. Our past, present and future were all set in stone at the inception of the universe and cannot be altered by our own actions. In other words, everything that has ever happened or will ever happen unfolded the exact way it was destined to be. Naturally these beliefs call in to question the very existence of human free will. While there are many branches of determinism that have different approaches in its relationship with free will, most agree that our decisions are always governed by some external factor. Under the values of determinism, free will is simply an illusion. 
How then could we examine and interact with the concept of determinism in a reality where multiple universes and time travel exist? This question is at the core of the 2011 animated television series Steins Gate.

Overview: Steins Gate
Steins Gate follows the adventures of self-proclaimed mad scientist Rintaro Okabe who, along with his fellow lab members, accidentally invents a working time machine. Using a microwave and a mobile phone, Okabe can send text messages, referred to as D-mails by the lab members, back in time to alter the events of the present. Eventually this device is refined by the lab members to facilitate actual time travel, sending the user themselves into the past. While this is initially a fun experiment for the lab members it quickly evolves into something much more sinister and life threatening. 


Entering the Rabbit Hole:  Determinism and Time Travel
Steins Gates’ depiction of time travel naturally raises important questions about the core tenants of determinism. In a world where our characters choices can influence the events of the past and the future, how could determinism possibly exist? This question is made more complex by Steins Gates concept of world lines. Put simply, world lines are universes that run parallel to each other in a straight line. These universes diverge at certain points in time as a result of choices made by the characters in Steins Gate, usually leading to drastically different outcomes. This would suggest that Okabe and the rest of the main cast do in fact possess free will as their actions have dramatic consequences on the world around them, further emphasising that the philosophy of determinism is flawed in their universe. In War and Peace, Tolstoy states, “You say: I am not free. But I have lifted my hand and let it fall. Everyone understands that this illogical reply is an irrefutable demonstration of freedom” (Tolstoy, 1868, pg.17), claiming that our actions and their consequences are a result of our free will. This statement supports the idea that the characters in Stein’s Gate are exhibiting free will as their choices directly shape the world around them. 
While there is evidence for the existence of free will within the universe of Steins Gate, elements of the time travel mechanics also align themselves with the philosophy of determinism. As the story progresses Steins Gate introduces the concept of the “fixed point”. They are presented as certain events across worldlines that will always happen no matter the decisions made prior to their occurrence. In other words, these events were pre-determined at the inception of the universe and are ultimately inevitable. This concept serves as the most compelling piece of evidence for determinism existing in Steins Gate as it directly aligns with its core philosophy. 

Mayuri’s Demise: Philosophical Ripples in the Flow of Fate
In Desiderata, Max Ehrmann states “And whether or not it is clear to you, no doubt the universe is unfolding as it should” (Ehrmann, 2019, pg.165). Here Ehrmann supports the core philosophy of determinism, emphasising that regardless of our understanding of the concept or our struggles against it we all exist within the confines of a predetermined universe. This is reflected in the narrative of Steins Gate, in particular with Okabe’s struggle against a certain fixed point in time. One of the key events in Steins Gate’s story is the death of Okabe’s childhood friend and fellow lab member Mayuri. Okabe travels between countless worldlines in order to save her life but each time the result is the same. Regardless of the choices Okabe makes Mayuri’s death seems to be inevitable. Okabe realises that Mayuri’s death is a fixed point in time across most worldlines and that he may never be able to circumvent it. Here we can see further evidence of the presence of determinism in Steins Gate. Okabe’s past experiments with the time machine have ultimately led to Mayuri’s demise (Al Farisi, 2023). Initially it seems he is in fact trapped within the rules of determinism and the laws of cause and effect. Okabe even gives in and accepts the deterministic nature of the world he lives in, consigning himself to his pre-determined fate. In a quote from the visual novel that the tv show is based on we can see Okabe’s acceptance of the philosophy of determinism:
Even before I sent the first D-Mail, my participation was assured. Even the thought of turning Suzuha down now is meaningless. Nothing is coincidence, everything is inevitable (Philosopher, 2018)
Here we can see the philosophical underpinnings of Stein’s Gate being used as a tool for character progression. Okabe’s character is given significant depth by having him directly engage with determinism. In a story that might otherwise be outlandish and hard to follow the audience is able to engage with Okabe as a character on an emotional level as he struggles with real world concepts.  This engagement with philosophy is what ultimately propels Okabe and the story forward, leading him to an outcome in which he works within the constraints of determinism to save Mayuri. 

Diverging Timelines, Converging Ideas: Compatibilism and Time Travel
[bookmark: _Hlk161072346]With evidence that free will exists within this universe and evidence that determinist philosophy is present, it suggests that Steins Gate follows Compatibilism rather than hard Determinism.  Compatibilism is a branch of determinism that aims to offer a solution to the “free will problem” and suggests that free will and determinism can in fact co-exist (McKenna & Coates, 2024). Compatibilists argue that if a person can act unimpeded as they wish, they have free will. So regardless of whether every event has already been predetermined, people can still do as they wish to do. Hobbes gives us a clear example of compatibilists definition of free will, “no stop, in doing what he has the will, desire, or inclination to do” (Hobbes et al., 1996, pg.108), in other words if a person is free to act in accordance with their own will it does not matter if this course of action was predetermined. They are still considered free. 


Okabe Rintaro: Mad Scientist or Compatibilist Hero? 
This is reflected in the story of Steins Gate as even though fixed points exist across the different worldlines, Okabe and the other lab members are still free to act in accordance with their own will in their attempts to bypass these fixed points. In summary, the characters of Steins Gate exist across several predetermined universes with fixed events, but the use of time travel allows Okabe to choose a predetermined universe with the best outcome for himself and his fellow lab members. In other words, the time travel mechanics of Steins Gate allow its characters to exist as individuals with free will in what would otherwise be a world governed by hard determinism. This set of philosophical ideas is exemplified by Sartre in Being and Nothingness: 
     Human reality therefore appears as a free power besieged by an ensemble of     determined processes. One will distinguish wholly free acts, determined processes over which the free will has power, and processes which on principle escape the human-will (Sartre & Richmond, 2022, pg.348)
Here Sartre disputes the dichotomy of free will and determinism, reinforcing the compatibilist belief that they can in fact co-exist and interact. Satre’s reference to “determined processes over which the free will has power” reflects the philosophy of Steins Gate perfectly. This belief serves as the foundation for Okabe’s journey through the story as he learns to work within the systems of determinism and accept its rules in order to exert his free will and choose the best pre-determined path.
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Part 2: Applying Philosophical Concepts in Practice

In this part of the essay I will examine a script, titled “Copy and Paste”, that I wrote for a previous module. The story is set in the distant future where technology has allowed human beings to live beyond death in a digital afterlife. Their brains are uploaded prior to death and transferred as a digital consciousness into the cloud, allowing their family and friends to visit them through a video call on the computer. The main focus of the story is Cal, a digital construct that has recently awoken after his death. During the course of the narrative Cal is visited by his surviving family as he struggles to accept his new existence. The story later jumps forward hundreds of years into the future where Cal’s family have long since passed.
While it wasn’t at the forefront of my mind during the writing process, re-reading the script has made it clear to me how strongly the story of Copy and Paste engages with themes of existentialism. Cals existence as a digital human consciousness raises several existential and ethical questions. While I wasn’t deliberately drawing from existentialist philosophy during the writing process, I wanted to examine the complex nature of a digital human psyche. I wanted to discuss whether Cal could even exist as a feeling, human being in a digital space and how that would relate to the ethical dilemma of his situation. Another question I wanted to explore is whether the digital version of Cal could be considered to be the same being as his physical self and how his new digital space would influence his character during the story. 
It could be argued that Cal does exist as a valid human being in the sense that his existence is acknowledged by those who visit him. Cal’s mother in particular treats him the exact same way she would have while he was alive, even going so far as to delay revealing what happened to him to avoid panic and distress: 
“It would have been easier for you to remember this by yourself. This is going to be a lot for you to take in.” 
In this quote from the script we can see Cal’s mother treating him as a thinking, feeling being. It could be argued that this validates Cal’s existence as he appears to his mother to be indistinguishable from the physical version of Cal. Cal also displays numerous bouts of emotional distress and clear cognitive awareness throughout the script. Descartes most famous quote, “I think, therefore I am” (Descartes, 2022), adds credence to this viewpoint. Descartes affirms his own existence through his ability to question it. His awareness of his own consciousness and cognitive abilities is enough to confirm his reality. By this metric, Cal too can be seen as a real human consciousness regardless of whether he exists in a digital space. 
While writing Copy and Paste I also wanted to examine how the concept of death would apply to a digitised consciousness. Cal can theoretically live forever inside the cloud and eventually ends up outliving his family that once visited him. In the last act of the story Cal is visited one last time by an employee of the company that owns the server Cal is saved to. The employee, Judy, explains that the company is wiping the first-generation constructs that no longer receive visitors. As a courtesy Judy gives Cal one last moment of human interaction before he experiences his second death. In an excerpt from his book Sum(2009), David Eagleman presents his musings on death:
 There are three deaths: the first is when the body ceases to function. The second is when the body is consigned to the grave. The third is that moment, sometime in the future, when your name is spoken for the last time. (Eagleman, 2021)
Here Eagleman posits that physical death is not the end for a human being. In living on in history and in the memories of others you continue to exist. This quote feels particularly relevant to Cal’s journey in Copy and Paste. Not only does he experience his physical death, in a way he also experiences his spiritual death as his digital construct outlives his family and he is left all but forgotten by the world. I didn’t want the ending of the story to be this bleak however, and wanted to incorporate an element of hopefulness that can also be found in many branches of existential philosophy. In giving Cal a chance to interact with another human being one last time, Judy validates his existence once again. 
“Well if it's any consolation, I'll remember this little meeting we had today. Thanks for your continued support, Cal. That one is from me, not the company.”
If we subscribe to Eagleman’s opinion on death, even though Cal’s digital self has been shut down, he continues to exist in some form in Judy’s memories.
While the story of Copy and Paste is purely science fiction to us now, I did base the concept of brain uploading on a potential procedure that is currently being discussed in the scientific community. In the far future the existential and ethical questions that Copy and Paste raises may become real problems that humanity has to discuss. 
Discussing Steins Gate and determinism in the first half of this essay and the unintentional influence philosophy had on me while writing Copy and Paste has given me a new appreciation for philosophy in storytelling. Integrating real philosophical concepts into our stories allows us to add new depths and complexities to our characters. It allows the audience to engage and discuss our work in a way they otherwise would be unable to. 
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Part 3: The Power of Philosophical Concepts in Filmmaking

"Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent." - Ludwig Wittgenstein 

In examining the tenants of different schools of philosophy, we can achieve a deeper understanding of the world around us. Whether we acknowledge it or not, philosophy is embedded in the very fabric of human existence. In my own understanding, I believe the quote above can be interpreted in two different ways. On the one hand, I can see it as a warning to ignorance and a lack of understanding. If we are unable to achieve a deeper understanding of the more intangible elements of the human experience, we seriously limit our ability to communicate deep, meaningful concepts through our work. Taken as a warning, Wittgenstein states that to attempt to engage with philosophy without sufficient understanding sullies it’s believes. On the other hand, I interpret this quote as meaning that through the medium of art, whether that’s film or otherwise, we can achieve a much greater understanding of concepts that are integral to our own existence. In the example of film, a medium encompassing visual, audio and performative storytelling, we can express the more abstract elements of philosophy in a more accessible way. The importance of the relationship between philosophy and art cannot be overstated. 



