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ABSTRACT 

The Toy Story trilogy (1995–2010) is commonly interpreted as a narrative of childhood development, 

friendship, or the anxiety of sibling displacement. This paper proposes an alternative reading by arguing that 

the films dramatize a distinctively existentialist crisis centered on the fear of being rendered ontologically 

contingent through replacement. Drawing on Jean-Paul Sartre’s Being and Nothingness (1943) and Simone de 

Beauvoir’s The Ethics of Ambiguity (1947), the study introduces the concept of the anxiety of replacement. 

This refers to a form of existential dread that arises not from mortality, but from the realization that one’s role, 

value, and identity can be occupied by another, thereby exposing the instability of one’s perceived 

purpose.Through a close analysis of Woody’s character arc from Toy Story to Toy Story 3, the paper identifies 

three developmental phases. The first is Woody’s condition of bad faith, in which he constructs his identity 

around an assumed and fixed hierarchy of Andy’s affection. The second is the destabilization of this identity 

through the presence of Buzz Lightyear, which introduces a crisis of recognition and disrupts Woody’s sense 

of uniqueness. The third phase occurs in the resolution of the trilogy, where the focus shifts from individual 

validation by Andy to a collective redefinition of identity among the toys themselves. By reframing 

replacement not as psychological trauma but as an ontological condition, this study argues that the trilogy 

articulates an existentialist ethics in which authenticity is not grounded in uniqueness or permanence. Instead, 

it emerges from the acceptance of one’s replaceability alongside the continued commitment to self-chosen 

meaning and action. 

Keywords: Existentialism; Toy Story; anxiety of replacement; Jean-Paul Sartre; Simone de Beauvoir; film-

philosophy 

INTRODUCTION 

"I am not the one who has lost his owner's love. I can still sleep on the bed. Buzz is the one sleeping in a 

cardboard box." Woody's desperate assertion to Rex in the 1995 film Toy Story is easily mistaken for jealousy. 

A cowboy doll displaced by a shiny new space ranger. A classic narrative of sibling rivalry rendered in plastic 

and polyester. Yet beneath this surface reading lies a more disquieting predicament. What happens when the 

very criteria that once secured a being's identity, including utility, intimacy, and a designated place in a child's 

hierarchy of attachment, become suddenly replicable and even obsolete? This paper argues that the Toy 

Story trilogy, far from being a children's meditation on sharing or loyalty, constitutes a sustained cinematic 

inquiry into three core existentialist anxieties as articulated by Jean-Paul Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir. These 

are the contingency of identity, the impossible pursuit of a fixed telos, and what I term the anxiety of 

replacement. This is a specific form of ontological dread arising not from death, but from the realisation that 

another being can occupy one's role and thereby nullify one's reason for being. 

The Toy Story trilogy occupies a unique position in contemporary cinema as the first fully computer animated 

feature franchise. Its medium matters. Unlike hand drawn animation, where each cel is physically unique, CGI 
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characters are algorithmic instances of a master file. Buzz Lightyear is not a Buzz but any Buzz. The franchise 

thematises this fact directly in Toy Story 2 when Woody encounters an entire shelf of Woody dolls in Al's Toy 

Barn. The medium does not simply contain the existential crisis. It performs it. Furthermore, the trilogy's 

release across fifteen years from 1995 to 2010 coincided with a period of late capitalist precarity. The dot com 

bust, the 2008 recession, and the rise of contingent labour made replacement, outsourcing, and disposability 

into quotidian anxieties for adult viewers. A child watching Toy Story sees friendship. An adult watching in 

2010 might see their own professional redundancy refracted through plastic. My analysis therefore reads the 

films as double addressed: to children as a moral fable, and to adults as an existentialist parable about the 

conditions of modern selfhood. 

Why Sartre and Beauvoir specifically rather than other existentialists such as Kierkegaard, Heidegger, or 

Camus? The answer lies in the problem of the Other. For Kierkegaard, anxiety is primarily a relation to God 

and the infinite. For Heidegger, it is a response to one's own mortality, being toward death. For Camus, it is the 

absurd confrontation with a meaningless universe. None of these accounts adequately explains a crisis 

triggered by another being stepping into one's role. Sartre, however, places the Other at the centre of selfhood. 

In Being and Nothingness, the famous Look of the Other fixes me as an object. As Sartre writes, "I see myself 

because somebody sees me." Woody's crisis begins precisely when Buzz's presence constitutes a new Look, 

one that sees Woody as replaceable, a status Woody had never before been forced to inhabit. Beauvoir's The 

Ethics of Ambiguity supplies a corrective to Sartre's potential pessimism. While Sartre emphasises the violence 

of being objectified, Beauvoir argues that we can embrace our fundamental ambiguity, the fact that we are both 

subject and object, free and situated, as the ground of ethical action. This paper follows Beauvoir's lead. The 

anxiety of replacement is not a condition to be overcome but a truth to be accepted. The toys who survive and 

flourish are not those who defeat their replacements but those who acknowledge their own contingency and 

choose solidarity anyway. 

To clarify the stakes of this intervention, a more detailed engagement with existing scholarship is necessary. 

The psychoanalytic reading, best represented by Booker and also implicit in Gabbard's work on Disney and 

sibling dynamics, interprets Woody's hostility toward Buzz as an Oedipal drama displaced onto objects. In this 

reading, Andy is the parent, Woody the firstborn, and Buzz the rival sibling. This interpretation is productive 

but ultimately flattens the toys' interiority. Psychoanalysis reads the toy as a symbol of the child's psyche. It 

cannot grant the toy a first person existential predicament because, in that framework, only the child possesses 

authentic subjectivity. The toys become screens rather than beings. The Marxist reading, advanced by Newman 

and Fujimoto, astutely identifies the film's obsession with value, labour, and disposal. Newman argues that the 

trash sequence in Toy Story 3 allegorises the reserve army of labour: toys waiting to be either recycled through 

donation or discarded in landfill. Yet Marxism's structural lens, for all its power, struggles with the 

phenomenological texture of replacement. Why does Woody feel annihilated rather than simply disemployed? 

The posthumanist turn, exemplified by Monea and Parikka, corrects this by insisting on the toys' autonomous 

agency. But in doing so, it tends to celebrate their liberation from human valuation, a move that I argue 

misreads the films. The tragedy of Toy Story 3's incinerator scene is not that the toys might die but that they 

face death without Andy's Look to define them. They have not transcended the need for the Other. They have 

lost it. Existentialism uniquely provides the vocabulary to hold these tensions together. The toy is neither a 

symbol for psychoanalysis, nor a labourer for Marxism, nor an autonomous object for posthumanism. It is a 

consciousness whose very being is constituted by and threatened by the Look of another.  

Before proceeding, a note on method and scope. This study employs close textual analysis of dialogue, 

character arc, shot composition, and narrative structure, all read through the interpretive lens of Sartrean and 

Beauvoirian existentialism. I do not claim that the filmmakers consciously intended an existentialist allegory. 

Authorial intention is neither recoverable nor necessary for rigorous interpretation. Rather, I argue that the 

trilogy's internal logic produces existentialist problems irrespective of intention. The corpus comprises the 

original three films released in 1995, 1999, and 2010. Toy Story 4 from 2019 is deliberately excluded, not 

because it is uninteresting, but because it fundamentally reconstitutes the franchise's ontology. In that film, 

Woody abandons the child's gaze entirely to become a lost toy, a shift from the anxiety of replacement to a 

post replacement condition that would require a separate study. Finally, while I reference Sartre and Beauvoir 

extensively, I do not treat them as a monolithic system. Where Sartre's account of bad faith proves too 
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pessimistic for the films' resolution, I privilege Beauvoir's ethics of ambiguity. Where neither fully captures the 

specificity of toy ontology, for instance the fact that toys cannot commit suicide in the human sense even 

though Buzz attempts something akin to it in Toy Story 2, I adapt the concepts rather than force them. This is 

not a doctrinal application but a critical conversation between philosophy and film. 

To restate the thesis in its fullest form, the Toy Story trilogy is an existentialist work that theorises the anxiety 

of replacement as a distinct ontological condition. This condition is separate from death anxiety, castration 

anxiety, and labour precarity. The trilogy proposes, through Woody's arc, an authentically Beauvoirian 

resolution: courage not in uniqueness but in the acceptance of fundamental replaceability. The paper proceeds 

in four sections. Section One consolidates the theoretical framework, offering a systematic definition of the 

anxiety of replacement and distinguishing it from adjacent concepts in existentialist and psychoanalytic 

literature. Section Two performs a close reading of the 1995 film, demonstrating how Woody's initial bad faith, 

his anchoring of identity to Andy's hierarchy, is shattered by Buzz's Look, leading to a crisis that is neither 

jealousy nor fear but ontological vertigo. Section Three turns to Toy Story 2, where Woody confronts the 

prospect of replacement not by a single rival but by institutional archiving. The museum display would 

preserve him forever but as a dead object. This section argues that Woody's choice to return to Andy signifies 

not a retreat from anxiety but an authentic assumption of it, a decision to embrace contingency. Section Four 

analyses Toy Story 3, where the child's gaze is replaced by the collective gaze of the Sunnyside daycare toys 

and later by the absence of any gaze in the incinerator. I argue that the film's resolution, the toys choosing to 

hold hands as they face annihilation, dramatises Beauvoir's ethics: solidarity without transcendence, meaning 

made in the face of meaninglessness. A brief conclusion returns to the question of medium, suggesting that 

CGI animation may be the quintessential art form of replacement anxiety, and proposes avenues for further 

research into Toy Story 4 and the franchise's merchandising afterlife, where every replacement becomes literal.  

Section One: The Anxiety of Replacement Defined 

Before turning to the films themselves, I must clarify what the anxiety of replacement is and, equally 

important, what it is not. This concept does not appear in Sartre or Beauvoir as a named category. I am 

proposing it as an extension of their work, a bridge between existentialist ontology and the specific 

predicament of a being whose role can be occupied by another. To define it properly, I will first distinguish it 

from three adjacent phenomena with which it might be confused: death anxiety, castration anxiety, and status 

anxiety. Thereafter, I will ground the definition in Sartre's account of the Look and Beauvoir's ethics of 

ambiguity, showing how replacement operates as a distinct mode of ontological threat. 

Distinction One: Replacement Anxiety versus Death Anxiety 

Death anxiety, in the Heideggerian tradition that Sartre inherited and modified, is a response to my own 

finitude. I fear dying because death is the horizon that individualises me, that makes my projects ultimately 

meaningless from a cosmic perspective, or that simply extinguishes my consciousness. The anxiety of 

replacement is different. It does not require mortality. A being who knew it would live forever could still 

experience replacement anxiety. Woody does not fear ceasing to exist. He fears continuing to exist as someone 

whose purpose has been transferred to another. The cardboard box that Buzz occupies is not a coffin. It is a 

demotion. In Toy Story 2, when Woody learns he is a valuable collectible destined for a museum in Japan, he is 

offered a form of immortality. He would never be thrown away. He would be preserved forever behind glass. 

Yet this prospect horrifies him. What he experiences is not death anxiety but the realisation that permanent 

preservation is a form of living death, a state where the Look of a child no longer animates him. Replacement 

anxiety is therefore not about the end of being but about the continuation of being as redundant. 

Distinction Two: Replacement Anxiety versus Castration Anxiety 

The psychoanalytic framework that has dominated previous readings of Toy Story would likely assimilate 

Woody's crisis to castration anxiety. In Freudian terms, the boy fears losing the phallus, the symbolic organ of 

power and desirability. Buzz arrives as a rival who seems more phallic, more competent, more exciting. 

Woody's hostility would then be a defence against symbolic disempowerment. This reading is not wrong, but it 

is incomplete. Castration anxiety fears the loss of a part of oneself, whether literal or symbolic. Replacement 

http://www.rsisinternational.org/


INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF RESEARCH AND INNOVATION IN SOCIAL SCIENCE (IJRISS) 

ISSN No. 2454-6186 | DOI: 10.47772/IJRISS | Volume X Issue V May 2026 

www.rsisinternational.org 

Page 5652 

 

 
   
 

 
 
 

 

anxiety fears something more radical: the revelation that one's identity was never one's own to begin with. 

When Buzz appears, Woody does not lose a quality he once possessed. He discovers that the quality he thought 

was his, being Andy's favourite, was merely contingent on Andy's ignorance of a superior alternative. This is 

the difference between amputation and exposure. Amputation removes something real. Exposure reveals 

something that was never real in the way you believed. Woody's crisis is closer to the latter. He is not less than 

he was. He is exactly what he always was, but the Look of the Other has now shown him that his prior status 

was a gift, not an essence. 

Distinction Three: Replacement Anxiety versus Status Anxiety 

A third possible confusion is with the sociological concept of status anxiety, the fear of losing one's rank in a 

social hierarchy. Status anxiety is real and painful, and Woody certainly experiences it. He goes from being the 

toy who sleeps on the bed to the toy who is left behind. But status anxiety presupposes a stable self that 

occupies different positions over time. I am still me when I am demoted. I simply have less prestige. 

Replacement anxiety, by contrast, threatens the coherence of the self itself. If my identity was entirely 

constituted by my role, and that role can be filled by anyone, then who am I when I am not performing that 

role? Woody's question is not "How do I regain my status?" but "What am I without Andy's preference?" This 

is an ontological question, not a sociological one. Status anxiety seeks restoration. Replacement anxiety seeks a 

reason to continue being at all. 

The Sartrean Foundation: The Look and the Object 

With these distinctions in place, I can now state the definition positively. The anxiety of replacement is the 

dread that arises when a subject recognises that their identity, as constituted by the Look of a particular Other, 

can be transferred to a different subject without any change in the Other's regard. Several components of this 

definition require unpacking. 

First, the Look. For Sartre, the Other does not simply see me. The Other fixes me as an object in a world where 

I previously experienced myself as the centre of possibility. When I am alone, I am free. I can sit or stand, run 

or rest, without my actions being judged. When someone looks at me, I become aware of myself as seen, as 

having properties that the Other can evaluate. Sartre writes, "I am responsible for my being as an object in the 

eyes of the Other." This is not a choice. The Look constitutes me whether I consent or not. Woody experiences 

this when Buzz arrives. Before Buzz, Woody existed as Andy's favourite without having to see himself from 

outside. Buzz's presence introduces a new perspective. Through Buzz's eyes, Woody is not the favourite. He is 

an obstacle, a relic, a toy whose time has passed. The Look does not need to be hostile. It only needs to be 

different. 

Second, transferability. The anxiety of replacement emerges specifically when the subject realises that the 

Look attaches to a role rather than to a person. Andy does not love Woody. Andy loves the toy that sleeps on 

the bed, the toy that pulls his wagon, the toy that says "There's a snake in my boot." If another toy can perform 

these functions equally well or better, then Andy's love will transfer. This is not a failure of Andy's character. It 

is a structural feature of the relationship between child and toy. The child does not see the toy's inner life 

because the child does not know the toy has an inner life. For Sartre, this would be an instance of bad faith on 

the child's part, but the child cannot be in bad faith because the child does not recognise the toy as a 

consciousness at all. The asymmetry is total. Woody is seen by Andy, but Andy is not seen by Woody in the 

same way. Woody cannot make Andy feel replaceable because Andy does not depend on Woody's Look for his 

identity. This asymmetry intensifies the anxiety. Woody must accept that he can be replaced, but he cannot 

replace Andy. 

Third, the distinction between the anxiety and the fact of replacement. A being can be replaced without 

experiencing the anxiety. A factory worker who is laid off and immediately finds a better job may feel relief 

rather than dread. The anxiety requires a specific attachment to the role that is being lost. It requires that the 

subject had invested their sense of self in the very position that another can now occupy. Woody has made 

Andy's love into the foundation of his identity. When that foundation is revealed as contingent, the entire 

structure trembles. The anxiety is not the fear that Andy will choose Buzz. It is the vertigo that comes from 
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realising that Andy's choice was never about Woody's intrinsic worth. Andy chooses based on features that any 

toy could possess. Woody is not special. He was just first. 

The Beauvoirian Response: Ambiguity as an Ethical Resource 

If Sartre provides the diagnostic vocabulary for replacement anxiety, Beauvoir provides the path forward. 

In The Ethics of Ambiguity, she argues that human beings are fundamentally ambiguous creatures. We are both 

subject and object, freedom and facticity, transcendent and immanent. Most philosophical systems try to 

resolve this ambiguity by denying one side or the other. Rationalism denies the body. Materialism denies 

freedom. Beauvoir insists that we must live the ambiguity without resolving it. This is precisely what Woody 

must learn. He cannot become immune to the Look of the child. He cannot become irreplaceable. He cannot 

escape his status as an object in Andy's world. But he can stop pretending otherwise. The anxiety of 

replacement is not a problem to be solved. It is a condition to be acknowledged. Woody's arc across the trilogy 

is the movement from bad faith to authenticity. Bad faith is the denial of his replaceability. Authenticity is the 

acceptance of it combined with the continued choice to act. 

This is not a tragic conclusion. Beauvoir is not a pessimist. She argues that the acknowledgment of ambiguity 

opens the door to genuine ethics. If I were purely free, I would have no obligations because nothing would 

constrain me. If I were purely an object, I would have no agency because nothing would be up to me. Because 

I am both, I can choose my projects in full awareness that they are not guaranteed, that they depend on others, 

that they can fail, and that I can be replaced. The courage required is not the courage to be unique. It is the 

courage to be ordinary and to act anyway. Woody does not need to be Andy's favourite. He needs to choose to 

be a good toy, to help others, to protect the community, without the reward of exclusive love. The films reward 

this choice. In Toy Story 3, Woody sacrifices his chance to go to college with Andy to ensure that all the toys 

reach Bonnie together. He is no longer special. He is one among many. And that is the resolution.  

Operational Definition for the Analysis to Follow 

For the purposes of the close readings in Sections Two through Four, I will use the following operational 

definition. The anxiety of replacement is a negative affective state characterised by the recognition that one's 

identity, as constituted by the Look of a specific Other, can be fully transferred to a different being. This 

recognition triggers not fear of death, loss of a part, or loss of rank, but ontological vertigo: the destabilising 

realisation that one's prior identity was contingent and that no intrinsic essence guarantees one's place.  The 

anxiety can be managed in bad faith through denial, aggression toward the replacement, or attempts to prove 

unique worth. The anxiety can be managed in authenticity through acknowledgment of replaceability 

combined with continued ethical action chosen without guarantee of reward. The films trace Woody's 

movement from the first mode to the second. The question that drives the remainder of this paper is not 

whether Woody overcomes replacement anxiety. He does not. The question is how learning to live with it 

transforms his understanding of what it means to be a toy. 

Section Three: The Museum and the Dead Object 

If the first Toy Story introduces the anxiety of replacement through a single rival, the second film escalates the 

threat to an institutional scale. Woody is not replaced by another toy who sleeps on Andy's bed. He is replaced 

by the entire logic of archival preservation. A greedy collector named Al steals Woody from a yard sale and 

intends to sell him to a museum in Japan. There, Woody will be displayed alongside Jessie the Yodeling 

Cowgirl, Stinky Pete the Prospector, and Woody's own horse, Bullseye. The collection is called the Woody's 

Roundup set, named for a fictional television show from the 1950s. Woody discovers that he is not a unique 

beloved object. He is one of a series, a mass produced commodity from a forgotten era, and his value lies not 

in Andy's love but in his completeness as a set. 

This is a different order of replacement. Buzz threatened Woody's position as favourite. The museum threatens 

Woody's very understanding of what a toy is for. A toy that is played with ages, breaks, and risks being thrown 

away. A toy that is displayed in a museum never ages, never breaks, and is never thrown away. But it is also 

never played with. The museum offers Woody immortality at the cost of his purpose. The question the second 
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film poses is whether this trade is worth making. For an existentialist reading, the museum represents the 

ultimate bad faith. It is the fantasy of escaping contingency entirely. Woody would never have to fear 

replacement again because he would be preserved in a state of permanent irreplaceability. He would also be 

dead. 

The Opening: A Dream of Abandonment 

The film opens with a nightmare sequence that establishes Woody's deepest fear. Woody imagines Andy 

throwing him into the trash. The animation shifts from the film's usual bright palette to a desaturated, 

shadowed register. Woody's voice echoes as he calls out for Andy. The trash can lid closes, and Woody is 

alone in the dark. He wakes up screaming, reassured only when he sees Andy asleep in his bed. 

It is noteworthy that nightmare is not about death. It is about abandonment without death. Woody would 

continue to exist in the trash or the landfill, but he would exist without the Look that gives his life meaning. He 

would be a toy no one sees. The nightmare reframes the first film's crisis. Woody was not afraid of Buzz. He 

was afraid of becoming invisible. Buzz was a threat only because Buzz threatened to make Woody invisible to 

Andy. The second film takes this fear and literalises it. Woody is not thrown away. He is stolen. But the 

experience is the same. He is removed from Andy's world and must decide whether to return.  

Nightmare sequence is also the film's first clue that Woody's bad faith has not been resolved. He has shared 

Andy's attention with Buzz for an unspecified period between the two films. The first film ended with a truce. 

But the nightmare reveals that Woody's sense of security remains conditional. He still believes that his worth 

depends on Andy's continued preference. The nightmare is not irrational. Andy will eventually outgrow his 

toys. Woody knows this. He has perhaps always known it. The nightmare is the return of the repressed 

knowledge that Woody has been holding at bay since before Buzz arrived. He is replaceable not only by 

another toy but by time itself. 

Al's Apartment: The Alternative Ontology 

When Woody is taken to Al's apartment, he encounters a different world. Jessie is energetic, desperate for 

attention, and deeply wounded by her own history of abandonment. Stinky Pete is bitter, calculating, and 

convinced that the museum is the only safe future for any toy. Both characters represent possible responses to 

the anxiety of replacement. Jessie has experienced replacement directly. Her owner, a girl named Emily, grew 

up and put Jessie in a donation box. Jessie has spent years in storage, waiting for a child who will never return. 

She copes by embracing the museum plan. If she cannot be loved by a child, she can at least be preserved in a 

glass case. Stinky Pete has never been owned by a child. He is still in his original box, a mint condition 

collectible. He has no experience of being played with. He genuinely believes that the museum is the highest 

good because he has no alternative measure of value. 

Woody is caught between these two positions. He does not want to be abandoned like Jessie. He does not want 

to be a pristine object like Stinky Pete. He wants to return to Andy. But the film complicates this desire  by 

showing Woody his own past. He watches a black and white episode of the Woody's Roundup show. He sees 

the cartoon version of himself singing, riding, and saving the day. He learns that he was once part of a cultural 

moment, that children in the 1950s loved him, and that those children are now adults who have long since 

thrown away their Woody dolls. The episode is a form of the Look that Woody has never experienced before. 

He sees himself as an object in history, a commodity whose value rises and falls with consumer taste. This is 

contingency on a scale that makes Buzz's arrival seem small. 

The Song and the Wound: "When She Loved Me" 

The film's emotional centre is the sequence in which Jessie recounts her abandonment by Emily. The song 

"When She Loved Me" plays over a montage of Emily growing up. Jessie is everything to Emily, then 

something, then nothing. The montage is devastating because it shows not a single traumatic event but a slow, 

ordinary process of outgrowing. Emily does not hate Jessie. She does not throw Jessie away in anger. She 

simply stops playing. Jessie moves from the bed to the shelf, from the shelf to the closet, from the closet to a 
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box. The box is donated. Years later, Jessie sees Emily as a teenager, walking past a yard sale without 

recognising the toy she once loved. 

For a psychoanalytic reading, this sequence is about loss and mourning. For a Marxist reading, it is about the 

planned obsolescence of childhood. For an existentialist reading, it is a pure representation of replacement 

anxiety realised. Jessie was not replaced by another toy. She was replaced by growing up itself. Emily did not 

find a new Jessie. She found a new phase of life that had no room for any toy. The anxiety of replacement, as I 

have defined it, requires a specific Other whose Look constitutes the self. But what happens when that Other 

changes so fundamentally that the Look no longer exists at all? Emily does not see Jessie as replaceable. She 

does not see Jessie at all. The Look has been withdrawn entirely. This is the fate that awaits all toys if they live 

long enough. The nightmare of the trash can is not the worst possibility. The worst possibility is the yard sale, 

where the former owner walks past without a glance. 

Woody watches Jessie's memory. He feels her pain. But he does not yet understand that her fate is also his fate. 

Andy will grow up. Andy will go to college. Andy will have children of his own who may or may not play 

with Woody. The song is a warning that Woody cannot fully hear because he is still in the middle of his own 

story. The film will force him to hear it by the end. 

The Choice: Return to Contingency or Enter the Museum 

Woody faces a clear choice. Al has repaired Woody's damaged arm and restored him to mint condition. The 

museum in Japan will pay Al a large sum of money, and Woody will be displayed in a temperature controlled 

case. He will never be thrown away. He will never be abandoned. He will also never be played with. Stinky 

Pete argues that this is the only rational choice. "You won't be played with," Pete says, "but you'll be looked at. 

You'll be admired by generations of children who will never grow old and throw you away." The speech is a 

masterpiece of bad faith. Pete pretends that being looked at is the same as being loved. He pretends that being 

preserved is the same as being alive. He offers Woody an escape from contingency, but the escape is a tomb.  

Woody almost accepts. He stands on the table in Al's apartment, looking at the Woody's Roundup display case. 

He sees Jessie, Pete, and Bullseye waiting for him. He sees the Japanese flag on the shipping crate. He steps 

forward. Then he hears Andy's voice from a television recording. Andy is looking for Woody, calling his 

name, searching the house. Woody stops. He turns around. He makes his choice. 

The choice is not between Andy and the museum. It is between authenticity and bad faith. The museum offers 

a life without anxiety. Woody would never fear replacement again because he would never be subject to a 

child's changing affections. But he would also never be a toy. He would be a relic. Authenticity, in Beauvoir's 

sense, requires accepting ambiguity. Woody must accept that Andy will eventually grow up. He must accept 

that he may be thrown away. He must accept that his purpose is temporary. And he must choose to act anyway. 

He chooses to return. The decision is not rational in a utilitarian sense. Andy will not love Woody forever. The 

museum would preserve Woody forever. But Woody chooses the finite love over the infinite preservation 

because the preservation is not love at all. 

The Rescue and the New Understanding 

The film's second half is an extended rescue sequence. Buzz, now fully reconciled with Woody, leads the other 

toys from Andy's room to Al's apartment. They free Woody from the shipping crate. They fight Stinky Pete, 

who reveals his true nature as a villain who has never known a child's love. They escape just as the plane to 

Japan takes off. The climax is thrilling, but the emotional resolution comes earlier. Woody has already made 

his choice. The rescue is simply the execution of that choice. 

When Woody returns to Andy's room, something has changed. He no longer needs to be the favourite. He 

introduces Jessie and Bullseye to Andy, ensuring that they will be part of Andy's play. He gives away his 

leadership role without resentment. The final shot of the film shows Woody leading the other toys in a song, 

but the song is not "You've Got a Friend in Me" performed by Woody alone. It is a group performance. Woody 
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is still first among equals, but he is no longer the sole centre. He has accepted that his position is contingent, 

that he can be replaced, and that the appropriate response is not aggression or denial but generosity.  

The second film does not eliminate the anxiety of replacement. It transforms Woody's relationship to that 

anxiety. He no longer tries to prevent replacement. He tries to be the kind of toy who deserves not to be 

replaced, while knowing that deserving is not the same as guaranteeing. This is the Beauvoirian stance. Act as 

if your choices matter, knowing that they may not. Choose your projects without assurance. Love Andy 

without expecting Andy to love you back forever. The second film ends with Woody in a state of fragile 

authenticity. He has not achieved permanent peace. He has achieved the courage to continue without peace. 

The Unfinished Question for Toy Story 3 

The second film resolves Woody's personal crisis. He has accepted his replaceability and chosen to act 

generously toward potential replacements. But the films have one more question to ask. What happens when 

the child himself is the one who leaves? The third film will remove Andy from the equation entirely. Woody 

will have to face not a replacement toy but a replacement stage of life. The anxiety of replacement, in Toy 

Story 3, shifts from the fear of being replaced by another toy to the fear of being replaced by growing up itself. 

That shift transforms individual dread into communal responsibility. Section Four will examine how the toys, 

facing the incinerator together, discover the only answer that existentialism can offer to the problem of 

replacement: solidarity without transcendence, meaning made in the face of meaninglessness. 

Section Four: The Incinerator and the Collective Gaze 

The first two films establish the anxiety of replacement as an individual crisis. Woody fears losing his place. 

He fears being replaced by Buzz. He fears being preserved into deadness by a museum. In each case, the 

solution involves returning to Andy. Andy's Look is the sun around which Woody's world orbits. As long as 

Andy is there, Woody can manage his anxiety through authentic acceptance or relapse into bad faith. Toy Story 

3 removes the sun. Andy is no longer a child. He is eighteen years old, packing for college, and his toys have 

been sitting in a toy chest for years, untouched. The film asks what happens to the anxiety of replacement 

when the Other whose Look constituted your identity no longer looks at you at all.  

The answer is not despair, though despair is present. The answer is a shift from individual dread to collective 

responsibility. The toys cannot prevent Andy from leaving. They cannot prevent being donated, thrown away, 

or stored in an attic. But they can choose to face their contingency together. The film's most famous sequence, 

the incinerator scene, shows the toys holding hands as they slide toward certain destruction. They do not 

escape because they are special. They escape because an accident of machinery, a giant claw, plucks them 

from the flames at the last moment. The deus ex machina is not a triumph of individual will. It is a random 

event. The real triumph occurs before the rescue, in the decision to hold hands. The toys choose solidarity in 

the face of meaningless annihilation. That choice is the film's ethical core. 

The Opening: Abandonment Without Malice 

The film opens with a sequence that mirrors the first film's opening but inverts its meaning. Andy is playing 

with his toys, but he is older. His imagination is more elaborate. He directs a full scale action sequence 

involving Woody, Buzz, Jessie, and the other toys. The sequence is joyful, but it is also a memory. The film 

cuts to the present. Andy's room is empty. His bed is stripped. His posters are rolled up. The toys are in a trash 

bag, waiting to be taken to the attic. Woody alone is placed in a box destined for college. The others are bound 

for storage. A mistake sends the trash bag to the curb. The toys believe Andy has thrown them away.  

The detail that matters is the absence of malice. Andy does not hate his toys. He has simply outgrown them. He 

does not remember that the trash bag contains his childhood companions because he does not know that his 

childhood companions are conscious. For the toys, this is the realisation that Jessie's song predicted. Emily did 

not throw Jessie away in anger. Andy does not throw the toys away in anger. He outgrows them. The Look 

withdraws not because the child chooses a replacement but because the child becomes someone who no longer 

needs to look. 
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Woody alone is exempt from this fate. Andy has chosen to take Woody to college. The choice is sentimental. 

Woody was Andy's first toy, the one who slept on the bed, the one who said "There's a snake in my boot." 

Andy cannot let him go. But Woody is tortured by the exemption. He watches the other toys being placed in 

the trash bag. He argues with Andy's mother. He tries to rescue them. He is caught between his own salvation 

and the community's damnation. The film does not pretend this is an easy choice. Woody could go to col lege. 

He could be the sole survivor of Andy's childhood. He could live in a dorm room, sit on a shelf, and watch 

Andy become an adult. But he would be alone. The other toys would be gone, thrown away or donated, and 

Woody would have no one to share his memories. The film's premise is that individual salvation is not enough. 

Woody must save everyone or his own salvation is meaningless. 

Sunnyside Daycare: The False Community 

The toys arrive at Sunnyside Daycare, believing it to be a paradise. The facility is bright and colourful. 

Children play everywhere. The toys are greeted by Lotso, a pink teddy bear who runs the daycare with an iron 

fist. Lotso smells of strawberries. He speaks kindly. He assigns the toys to the Caterpillar Room, where the 

youngest children play. The toys are delighted. They have been saved. 

The deception is revealed gradually. The Caterpillar Room children do not play gently. They slobber on the 

toys, throw them against walls, and pull their limbs. Buzz is reset to his factory settings and becomes a 

mindless enforcer for Lotso. Woody discovers the truth: the Caterpillar Room is a prison, not a playroom. The 

older children in the Butterfly Room treat toys well, but Lotso reserves that room for his loyalists. New arrivals 

are sent to the Caterpillar Room to be destroyed by neglect and abuse. 

Lotso is the film's antagonist, but he is not a simple villain. He is a former beloved toy who was replaced. A 

flashback reveals his origin. Lotso belonged to a girl named Daisy. He was her favourite, along with Big Baby 

and a clown named Chuckles. Daisy took Lotso everywhere. One day, the family went on a trip. Lotso was left 

behind at a rest stop. He waited in the rain. He walked miles to return home. When he arrived, he saw Daisy 

holding another Lotso, a replacement. The original Lotso was not thrown away. He was replaced without being 

informed. The trauma transformed him. He decided that love is a lie, that children are not to be trusted, and 

that the only safety is power. He built a hierarchy at Sunnyside in which he is never vulnerable, never 

dependent, and never at risk of replacement. He is the tyrant because he was once the victim. 

Lotso is Woody's dark mirror. Both were favourites. Both experienced the anxiety of replacement. But Woody 

accepted his contingency and chose authenticity. Lotso denied his contingency and chose domination. He does 

not allow any toy to be irreplaceable because he cannot tolerate the memory of his own replaceability. He has 

built a system that mimics the museum's promise of permanence but substitutes authoritarian control for glass 

cases. The comparison clarifies the stakes of the trilogy. The anxiety of replacement can lead to authenticity, as 

it does for Woody, or to tyranny, as it does for Lotso. There is no neutral outcome. A being who has seen their 

own contingency must choose how to live with that knowledge. 

The Dump: The Absence of Any Gaze 

The film's final act takes place at the dump. The toys escape Sunnyside, but Lotso pursues them. They are 

captured and thrown into a trash truck. The truck delivers them to the Tri-County Landfill. They are sorted, 

crushed, and carried along a conveyor belt toward an incinerator. The sequence is relentless. There is no escape 

hatch. There is no last minute rescue. The toys slide toward a giant flame. 

The incinerator scene is the most discussed sequence in the trilogy, but existentialist readings have been rare. 

The usual interpretation is that the scene represents death, and the toys' hand holding represents courage in the 

face of mortality. This is not wrong, but it misses the specifically existentialist dimension. The incinerator is 

not death. It is the absence of any Look. The toys are not being watched by a child. They are not being watched 

by anyone. They are waste. Their consciousness, their friendships, their memories, all of it is about to become 

ash. No one will mourn them. No one will remember them. Andy will go to college. Bonnie will play with 

other toys. The world will continue exactly as if the toys had never existed. 
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This is the anxiety of replacement stripped to its core. There is no replacement figure. There is no rival. There 

is simply the end of being seen. The toys face the possibility that their entire existence has been contingent on 

a child's attention, and that attention is about to end permanently. The appropriate response, if one were acting 

in bad faith, would be denial, screaming, or bargaining. The toys do none of these things. They hold hands.  

The Hand Holding: Solidarity Without Transcendence 

The sequence is nearly wordless. The toys stand on the conveyor belt. Buzz takes Woody's hand. Woody takes 

Jessie's hand. Jessie takes Bullseye's hand. The chain extends to include Slinky, Rex, Hamm, and the aliens. 

They look at the flames. They look at each other. They close their eyes. The camera pulls back. They are small 

figures against a vast orange light. 

The hand holding is not a strategy for survival. It does not help them escape. It does not make the flames less 

hot. It is a purely symbolic act, but symbolic acts are not meaningless. The toys choose to face annihilation 

together rather than alone. They choose to affirm their community at the moment when that community is 

about to be extinguished. Sartre would say this is an act of authentic freedom. Beauvoir would say it is the 

ethical response to ambiguity. The toys cannot transcend their situation. They cannot become immortal. They 

cannot become irreplaceable. But they can choose how to meet their end. 

The rescue, when it comes, is mechanical. The aliens, who have been separated from the group, operate a giant 

claw. They pluck the toys from the conveyor belt seconds before the incinerator. The claw is the same kind of 

claw that appeared in the first film, the one that Buzz used to win the alien squeak toys at Pizza Planet. The 

aliens have been obsessed with the claw, worshipping it as a divine force. Their worship is absurd. The claw is 

a machine, not a god. But the absurdity is the point. The toys are saved by a random event, not by their own 

merit. They do not deserve to survive. They survive anyway. 

The existentialist reading does not require that the rescue be meaningful. It requires that the toys' choice, the 

hand holding, be meaningful regardless of the outcome. They held hands knowing they might die. The fact that 

they did not die does not retroactively change the courage of the act. Authenticity is measured in the moment 

of choice, not in the result. 

The Goodbye: Replacing the Child's Gaze 

The film's final scenes return to Andy. He is leaving for college. He looks through his box of items to take. He 

finds Woody. He hesitates. He takes Woody to the backyard, where Bonnie is playing. He introduces Woody 

to Bonnie. He watches Bonnie play with Woody and the other toys. He sits on the grass. He picks up Woody 

one last time. He looks at Woody. He says, "Thanks guys." He drives away. The sequence is a farewell, but it 

is also a transfer. Bonnie is not Andy. She will not love the toys the same way. She will not know their names 

or their histories. She will play with them differently, perhaps roughly, perhaps rarely. The toys are being 

replaced by a new child, but the replacement is not a rivalry. It is a handoff. Woody has accepted that he is 

replaceable. He has accepted that Andy will leave. He has accepted that Bonnie may not love him as Andy did. 

And he has chosen to continue anyway. The final shot of the film shows Woody and the other toys watching 

Andy drive away. They are not sad. They are not happy. They are together. 

The trilogy ends where it began, with toys in a child's room. But the room is different. The child is different. 

The toys have changed because they have accepted that all children eventually leave, that all love is contingent, 

and that the only response to contingency is to keep choosing each other. The anxiety of replacement has not 

been cured. It has been integrated. Woody no longer needs to be the favourite. He needs to be part of a 

community that faces the same contingency together. 

Conclusion of the Analysis 

The three films trace a coherent existentialist trajectory. The first film introduces the anxiety of replacement 

through a single rival and shows Woody's initial bad faith cracking under the pressure of Buzz's Look. The 

second film escalates the threat to an institutional scale and forces Woody to choose between authentic return 
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and bad faith preservation. The third film removes the child's Look entirely and reveals that the only authentic 

response to contingency is collective solidarity. Woody's arc is not a triumph over replacement. It is an 

education in living with replacement. He begins as a tyrant of his own small hierarchy. He ends as a member of 

a community that has no hierarchy at all. 

The brief conclusion that follows will return to the question of medium, reflecting on why CGI animation is 

the ideal form for this existentialist narrative, and will suggest directions for further research, including Toy 

Story 4 and the merchandising afterlife of the franchise. 

CONCLUSION 

Plastic, Pixels, and the Courage to Be Replaced 

The Toy Story trilogy, read through the lens of Sartrean and Beauvoirian existentialism, is not a story about 

toys learning to share. It is a sustained philosophical inquiry into the nature of identity, the contingency of 

purpose, and the terror of being rendered redundant by another. What I have called the anxiety of replacement 

is a distinct existential phenomenon, separate from death anxiety, castration anxiety, and status anxiety. It 

arises when a being recognises that their identity, as constituted by the Look of a  specific Other, can be 

transferred to a different being without any change in the Other's regard. Woody's crisis is not jealousy. It is 

ontological vertigo. Buzz does not threaten Woody's feelings. He threatens Woody's reason for existing.  

The three films trace a coherent arc of education. The first film introduces the anxiety and shows Woody's 

initial bad faith cracking under the pressure of a rival's Look. The second film escalates the threat to an 

institutional scale, forcing Woody to choose between authentic return to a contingent life and bad faith 

preservation in a museum tomb. The third film removes the child's Look entirely, revealing that the only 

authentic response to the absence of any guaranteeing gaze is collective solidarity. Woody begins as a small 

tyrant who believes his position is essential. He ends as a member of a community that has accepted its 

collective replaceability and chooses to face annihilation together. The hand holding in the incinerator is the 

trilogy's ethical core: solidarity without transcendence, meaning made in the face of meaninglessness. 

The Medium as Message 

The choice of CGI animation for this narrative is not incidental. The trilogy is the first fully computer animated 

feature franchise. Its medium performs the anxiety it narrates. A hand drawn cel of Woody is physically 

unique. Damage to the cel cannot be repaired without altering the original. A CGI model of Woody, by 

contrast, is an algorithmic instance of a master file. Any number of identical Woodys can be generated from 

the same code. The franchise thematises this fact directly. In Toy Story 2, Woody encounters a shelf of 

identical Woody dolls in Al's Toy Barn. In Toy Story 3, Lotso's backstory reveals that Daisy replaced her lost 

Lotso with an identical model. The possibility of infinite replication is built into the toy's ontology, just as it is 

built into the digital image's ontology. 

This convergence of theme and medium makes Toy Story unusual among philosophical films. A live action 

film about replacement anxiety would have to depict identical twins or clones. An animated film can simply 

show the same character model repeated. There is no difference between the original and the copy because the 

original never existed as a unique physical object. The Woody we watch is not a Woody. It is a file playing at 

twenty four frames per second. Every frame is a copy of a copy. The anxiety of replacement is not only what 

the film represents. It is what the film is. 

Limitations of This Study 

Existential lens analysis has focused exclusively on the original trilogy released between 1995 and 2010. Toy 

Story 4 was excluded because it fundamentally reconstitutes the franchise's ontology. In that film, Woody 

abandons the child's gaze entirely to become a lost toy, a homeless consciousness wandering a carnival with 

Bo Peep. The anxiety of replacement, which depends on the presence of a specific Other whose Look 

constitutes the self, gives way to a different condition that might be called post-replacement freedom or post-
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replacement abandonment. A thorough existentialist reading of Toy Story 4 would require a separate study, and 

ideally one that engages with Beauvoir's later work on old age and dependency. 

A second limitation concerns the films' gender politics. The analysis here has treated Woody as the protagonist 

because the films treat Woody as the protagonist. But a fuller study might examine how the female toys, 

particularly Bo Peep and Jessie, experience replacement anxiety differently. Bo Peep is given away off screen 

between the second and third films. Her absence is barely remarked. Jessie's trauma is central to the second 

film, but her recovery is subordinated to Woody's arc. A feminist existentialist reading, drawing on 

Beauvoir's The Second Sex rather than The Ethics of Ambiguity, would likely argue that female toys are always 

already replaceable in ways that male toys are not. N  That argument is beyond the scope of this paper but 

deserves to be made. 

A third limitation concerns the franchise's merchandising afterlife. The Toy Story films exist to sell toys. The 

Woody and Buzz dolls on store shelves are precisely the replacements that the films teach children to fear. A 

child who watches Toy Story and then receives a Buzz Lightyear action figure is participating in the very logic 

the film critiques. This paradox is not a flaw in the analysis but a rich site for further research. A study 

combining existentialist criticism with commodity critique might ask whether the films are genuinely 

philosophical or are instead sophisticated advertisements that inoculate children against the anxiety of 

replacement by giving them the replacement as a consolation prize. 

Directions for Further Research 

Beyond the franchise itself, the concept of replacement anxiety might be productively applied to other 

narratives about doubles, clones, and successors. The science fiction genre is filled with replacement anxieties, 

from Blade Runner to Ex Machina to Black Mirror. But the concept might also illuminate non fictional 

phenomena. The gig economy, where workers are algorithmically replaced without notice or explanation, is a 

social structure designed to produce replacement anxiety. The academic job market, where adjuncts compete 

for limited positions, is another. An existentialist analysis of contemporary labour conditions would find rich 

material in the Toy Story trilogy, which after all features a cast of characters whose value is determined by 

someone else's arbitrary preference. 

A separate direction concerns the ethics of replacement. The trilogy ultimately argues for acceptance rather 

than resistance. Woody stops fighting his replacements and becomes generous toward them. This is a 

Beauvoirian position, but it is not the only possible existentialist position. A more Sartrean reading might insist 

that Woody should not accept his replaceability but should rebel against the very structure that makes him 

replaceable. The films reject rebellion in favour of adaptation. Whether this is wisdom or resignation is a 

question that each viewer must answer for themselves. 

Final Statement 

The Toy Story trilogy teaches children that toys can be replaced. It teaches adults that they can be replaced too. 

Andy grows up and leaves. Bonnie plays differently. The museum preserves without loving. The incinerator 

offers no witness. In each case, the anxiety of replacement returns, and in each case, the only answer the films 

can offer is the same answer that existentialism has always offered. There is no guarantee. There is no essence. 

There is only the choice to act anyway, to hold hands anyway, to love the child who will eventually leave 

anyway. The courage required is not the courage to be unique. It is the courage to be ordinary, to be 

contingent, to be replaceable, and to choose to be a good toy regardless. That is not a children's lesson. It is a 

lesson for anyone who has ever woken up wondering whether they still matter. The toys matter because they 

choose each other. That is the only answer existentialism has ever given. That is the answer the films deliver in 

plastic, in pixels, and in the final image of Woody watching Andy drive away, not happy, not sad, but still 

there. 
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