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Abstract: Ethics is an important part of any aspect of life. Technology has also become an integral part of life over the years. For this reason, the subject
of technoethics or the ethics of technology has become all the more important over the last few decades. However, learning about technoethics can be a
difficult task as it involves a number of interconnections. A case study approach has been used to analyze the animated film, “The Isle of Dogs.” Some of
the technoethics themes discussed in include the use of a technological medium, question of consciousness, animal testing and the development of
advanced technology, and moral status of animals and robots from a utilitarian perspective.
Index Terms: Animated film, Artificial intelligence, Consciousness, Ethics of technology, Robots, Technoethics, The Isle of Dogs.

——————————  ——————————

1 INTRODUCTION
Technology has become an integral part of modern life and it
is unimaginable to completely disconnect from it. Technology
or its applications by itself are not capable of possessing
ethical or moral qualities since it is considered as a tool.
However, each piece of technology possesses numerous
ethical implications. Technology can be defined as a broad
term that includes applications, general technologies,
techniques, and social considerations while the term ethics
refers to moral principles that govern one‟s behavior.
Therefore, the term “technoethics” that was coined by Mario
Bunge [1] in the 1970s describes the relationship between
society and technology and the ethics of technology. Bunge
believed that engineers and technologists who work closely
with technology have both a social and a moral responsibility
towards applications and technology that they create.
According to Bunge [1], “technologist must be held not only
technically but also morally responsible for whatever he
designs or executes.” He adds [1] that by extension,
technology must be efficient, it must not pose harm, and it
must be beneficial both in the short term and in the long term.
Technologists and scientists have ethical commitments that
must be followed right from the drawing board, creation of
technology, methods employed in technology creation, and
end use of technology. Since the media is a technological
medium, McLuhan and Fiore [2] state that “Societies have
always been shaped more by the nature of the media by which
men communicate than by the content of the communication.”
They [2] add that the media is perceived in a number of ways
on the basis of one‟s beliefs alongside the corresponding
social consequences and emphasizes that the “medium is the
message.” Heller [3] points out that the ethics of technology or
technoethics is an interdisciplinary area of study that
determines the attitude or viewpoint of the application of
technology in real-life situations. Furthermore, Luppicini and
Adell [4] add that in order to truly gain an insight into the use
technology it is essential to look at it from different
perspectives.
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Crosthwaite [5] points out that there is no straightforward
method to approach the subject of technoethics and reinforces
the importance of Technoethics which future engineering and
technologists must think about. A case-based approach can
serve an excellent starting point to effectively engage with
technoethical issues as it is essential to understand the
technology, in question, and address various ethical issues it
poses [5]. A case based approach can serve to analyze the
animated film, “The Isle of dogs” directed by Wes Anderson
and released in 2018. Some of the central technoethics
themes discussed in the film include the use of a technological
medium, question of consciousness, animal testing, and moral
status of animals and robots from a utilitarian perspective. The
first aspect that will be discussed is the use of a technological
medium, in this case, animated feature film, and its ethical
implications.

2. THE USE OF A TECHNOLOGICAL MEDIUM
Films, in general, serve as an excellent medium to explore
complex ideas as hidden layers of meaning or subtext may be
uncovered and makes it a potential source of knowledge for
audiences. However, looking at the history of film and
animated films, Wells [6] is of the opinion that it is often
assumed that the traditional audience for these films
comprises children and that the content, like cartoons, cater to
specific marginalized audiences that are not taken seriously
and that the content is often treated as filler material. Wells [6]
states that the human fascination with moving images led to
innovation in the field of science and technology and in cinema
as well. Animal characters, live or animated, have always
fascinated audiences. According to film historian, Burt [7]
ethics, technology, and animal welfare may not have a direct
or apparent relationship but it does provide technical
alternatives compliance with legislations related to animal
welfare. Additionally, when animated characters are used
filmmakers do face constraints during filming or restrictions
since live actors are not being used and, at the same time, it
helps mitigate a number of ethical issues like animal training.
Therefore, advancements in film making techniques and
technology, like CGI and animation, allow filmmakers to crate
animal characters with the use of new and advanced tools
without using live animals. Burt [7] suggests that the medium
encapsulates reasons that can be attributed as the reason
behind the alienation of man from nature as a result of
technologization and mass culture reflected in the images
reproduced with the intent to substitute the real world.
Moreover, Burt [7] adds that themes related to disappearance
and emptiness of animals in the wake of modernity leads
humans to become reminiscent of the attitude towards animals
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oscillating between exploitation and veneration. Therefore, it
can be inferred that human detached from nature, and animals
by extension, raises the question how humans are trying to
reconnect with notion of nature and animals with the use of a
technological medium. Furthermore, [7] visual imagery can
help reinforce animal rights since animals who can‟t speak can
now voice their concerns in films.

3 A QUESTION OF CONSCIOUSNESS
One of the central ethical questions touched upon in film is the
concept of “replacement pets.” Mayor Kobayeshi with the
support of a Robotic Company tried to create a demand for
replacement pets, robotic dogs, through the elimination of
dogs in Megasaki city. For his cooperation, Mayor Kobayeshi
was promised an assured win during the elections for the sixth
time. In order to achieve the objective, a pharmaceutical
company created a tick larvae and fleas that were released in
the city causing a massive disease outbreak. The Municipal
Task Force confiscated all dogs and then deported them to
“Trash Island” while the Robotics Company developed
advanced market ready robotic dogs to be positioned as
replacement pets while systematically dismantling the pro-dog
opposition. From an animal rights perspective there are a
number of the ethical dilemmas related to the idea of the
elimination of dogs to generate interest in replacement robotic
pets. Cudworth [8] suggests that language can be framed in
such a way that it discriminates and creates inequality in
human behavior as well as practices when it comes to
animals. Mayor Kobayeshi‟s carefully worded messages to the
citizens, for example, “canine saturation” had become an
epidemic and that the disease outbreak could cross “species
threshold” and affect humans which promotes an anti-dog
sentiment. The phrase the disease „threatens to cross the
species threshold‟ places human lives ahead of animals
consistent with the position taken by Utilitarian philosopher
Singer [9] suggests that the lives of human beings always are
always given primary importance and that the lives of other
animals are incomparable, which justifies a speciesist attitude.
Moreover, Mayor Kobayeshi persuades his constituents about
the dangers of keeping house pets through his systematic
campaign of misinformation and carefully framed messages.
Apart from the way the problem is framed, it is interesting to
note that the Mayor presents a perfect solution, robotic dogs
as “replacement pets.” Luppicini and Adell [4] suggest that
technological advancements are inevitable and ethical issues
related to consumers emerge only with time yet the
fundamental ethical questions remain the same. However, in
this case the problem was intentionally created in order to
promote a solution, which is unethical on both counts.
Moreover, it also raises the question on how humans treat
other sentient beings who possess consciousness yet they are
treated as objects that can be replaced. The crux of the
problem is the fact that animals are viewed as objects as per
the law and as Francione [10] points out that animals are
viewed as property as per the law and hence they are
dependent on their legal guardians, owners, to protect their
rights and interests. It was only when a group of students
exposed Mayor Kobayeshi‟s plan did he cancel the Trash
Island decree to save face and all the dogs are brought back
to the city. It is interesting to note that the robotic dogs that
were deployed to “deal” with the dogs of the island and
retrieve the mayor‟s nephew, Atari, were left behind on the
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island. According to Cole and Stuart [11] animals are
categorized and defined based on the relationship shared with
humans based on our current understanding and „utility‟ of the
particular nonhuman animal species. Moreover, Cudworth [8]
suggests that the use of animals as resources for human
exploitation further marginalizes them and furthers an
anthropocentric, human centric, agenda. By extension, the
fate of both the dogs, live dogs and robotic dogs, are
dependent on the value assigned to them by humans.
Therefore, the dogs have a shared experience are both are
viewed as objects. Another aspect that has been discussed in
the film is the use of animal testing in the development of
advanced technology, in this case, to create advanced robotic
dogs. The Robotics Company established a Canine Testing
and Research Facility on Trash Island where the dogs were
studied and experimented on. Many of the dogs who were a
part of the medical facility were disfigured and bore visible
scars as a result of the experiments conducts as part of
experiments. Moreover, the facility had over 250 captive dogs
who were left to fend for themselves following a natural
calamity. Singer [9] argues that, “The practice of
experimenting on nonhuman animals as it exists today
throughout the world reveals the consequences of
speciesism.” Forsberg [12] emphases on the point that, “We
gain some things from a technology, but we also lose some
things.” He [12] adds that the trade-off between technology
and what is lost or taken away is often unequal. When
considering the case of the robotic dogs, Turkle [13] talks
about the AIBO, a robotic dog that develops a distinct
personality which is powered by artificial intelligence merits the
question of whether robots can think like people rather than
machines. Turkle [13] suggests AIBO is a good training tool to
help children learn how to take care of their pets while it allows
the human to become attached without taking on any real
responsibility. Moreover, Tzafestas [13] states that one of the
primary concerns of roboethics is to assure that robots do not
harm and consider their moral status since they become
advanced, intelligent entities over a period of time. This
implies that with further advancements in AI, robotics, and
artificial neural networks it is possible that advanced versions
of robotic dogs as presented in the films may develop machine
consciousness.

4 CONCLUSION
Understanding technoethics and its various dimensions can be
a challenging task as it involves understating the technology
itself and its various implications. However, the use of a case
study approach helps one navigate through a number of
technoethical themes discussed in the film “The Isle of Dogs.”
Some of the major questions related to Technoethics that this
paper raises includes the motivation or intention behind
development of technology and who stands to benefit from it;
the importance of framing, role of misinformation, and the
allure of the persuasive potential of technology that can
mislead people; the need for a self-check mechanism that
scientists or technologists must abide by; how do
technologists tackle inherent biases, like speciesism, while
developing technology or; and acknowledging consciousness
and the moral responsibility of technologists when it comes to
the treatment of nonhumans. Technology is not good or bad in
itself as it is a tool but it is dependent on how it is used,
motive, and long term effects that technologists must take into
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consideration.
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