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I. Introduction 

1.1   Analytical framework 

 The objective of this paper is to explore the relationship between environmental law 

and the rise of electric vehicles (EVs). This will be done by analysing how different legal 

approaches have supported the industry’s proliferation, as well as how EVs can be situated 

within the context of environmental philosophy. In the following sections, I will: (i) provide 

the scientific and industry context; (ii) outline UK and EU measures related to EVs; (iii) 

evaluate different policy methods; (iv) discuss the effect of legal measures on EVs; (v) outline 

ecological theories; (vi) formulate the concepts of ‘shallow technocentrism’ and ‘radical 

technocentrism’; and (vii) discuss the philosophical implications of EVs. In doing so, this paper 

will attempt to answer both a positive question: whether electric vehicles are being supported 

by substantive policy measures; and a normative question: whether electric vehicles should be 

supported as a long-term solution to climate change. 

 

1.2   Scientific context 

 Ever since the second industrial revolution, planet Earth has been facing the most 

dramatic rise in climate change and pollution that human civilisation has ever witnessed 

(Fig.1). Now, with the new millennium’s rapidly increasing trends of globalisation and 

consumerism, the threat of reaching a “tipping point” caused by positive feedback loops in the 

release of greenhouse gases (GHGs) looms dangerously close.1 Since its establishment in 1988, 

the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) has continuously upgraded its 

synthesis of the scientific community’s opinion, most recently stating that it is “extremely 

                                                           
1 ‘Causes of Climate Change’ (Environmental Protection Agency) <https://www.epa.gov/climate-change-
science/causes-climate-change> accessed 12 February 2017. 
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likely that human influence has been the dominant cause” of climate change due to the 

anthropogenic release of GHGs.2  

 

Figure 1 – Temperature anomaly on Earth since 1880. Source: NASA3 

 According to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 

(UNFCCC)’s recently concluded Paris Agreement, the signatory states’ main objective is to 

maintain the increase in global temperature levels below 2 °C and pursue further efforts to limit 

it to 1.5 °C. Failing to meet this vision could result in a range of catastrophic consequences, 

including failing crop yields, melting glaciers, decreased water availability, damaged coral 

reefs, rapid extinction, and extreme weather events. Within this context, it is vital to consider 

the impact of transportation on climate change. According to the Environmental Protection 

Agency (EPA), 26% of all GHG emissions in the United States come from transportation, 90% 

of which uses petroleum-based fuel.4 In the United Kingdom (UK), the same figure stands at 

24%, with road transport constituting “the most significant source of emissions in this sector” 

                                                           
2 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, Fifth Assessment Report (2014)  
3 ‘GISS Surface Temperature Analysis’ (NASA Goddard Institute for Space Studies) 
<https://data.giss.nasa.gov/gistemp/graphs/> accessed 12 February 2017 
4 ‘Sources of Greenhouse Gas Emissions’ (Environmental Protection Agency) < 
https://www.epa.gov/ghgemissions/sources-greenhouse-gas-emissions> accessed 12 February 2017 
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(Fig.2).5 Therefore, it is clear that the transport industry’s electrification, through the 

proliferation of EVs, could have the potential to reduce almost a quarter of all GHG emissions 

in the UK. 

 

Figure 2 – UK GHG emissions. Source: Carbon Brief6 

 

1.3   Industry context 

 In order to analyse the EV industry, it is useful to understand which difficulties were 

faced in the past and which ones still exist today. One of the earliest attempts at introducing 

EVs to the market was the Electric Vehicle Company (EVC), founded in 1897.7 Having 

produced a fleet of battery-powered cabs, along with a system of charging stations throughout 

major streets in the US, it “blossomed into the largest automobile enterprise of the day”.8 

However, over the years, it suffered from serious economic downturn due to production delays, 

warehouse fires, and legal disputes with Ford Motors, leading it to default in 1907. Following 

this victory for internal combustion engines, several decades of resources were spent on oil 

extraction instead of battery technology, gasoline stations instead of battery replacement 

                                                           
5 Department for Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy, 2015 UK greenhouse gas emissions (2017) 
6 ‘Data Dashboard: Energy’ (Carbon Brief) <https://www.carbonbrief.org/data-dashboard-energy-archive> 
accessed 12 February 2017 
7 David Kirsch, The Electric Vehicle and the Burden of History (Rutgers University Press 2000) 
8 Kirsch (n7) 307 
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stations, and regulations favouring the fossil fuel industry instead of subsidies for clean 

technology. Had EVC or any of its later counterparts succeeded in penetrating the market and 

providing EVs for both public and consumer needs, the world’s transportation systems might 

have looked very different today. As Kirsch reasons:  

 “It would certainly have been no more unreasonable to imagine urban and suburban 

battery exchange stations sprinkled throughout our neighbourhoods than to envision 

gasoline stations equipped with underground tanks containing thousands of gallons of 

highly flammable refined petroleum delivered weekly by tanker truck”.9 

 

 Today, there is still a significant amount of political resistance and lobbyism against 

both EVs and renewable energy. In the UK, through freedom of information (FOI) requests to 

the government, an NGO recently found out that ExxonMobil was lobbying against electric 

vehicles to the Department of Transport, claiming that “switching transportation from 

petroleum to renewable or alternative fuels is not the most cost-effective way to reduce GHG 

emissions”.10 In the US, similar issues are faced by Tesla Motors, the market leader that solved 

the problem of battery technology as the EV industry’s “reverse salient”.11 Due to strict 

dealership regulations, it has been involved in several legal disputes over its right to direct car 

sales, as seen in Tesla Motors Inc. v. Johnson.12 To conclude, the main challenges faced by 

EVs in the past were economic profitability and battery technology, whereas today they are 

mostly infrastructure, political lobbyism, and social acceptance. 

 

 

 

                                                           
9 Kirsch (n7) 309 
10 Kyla Mandel, ‘Revealed: Exxon’s Lobbying Against Electric Vehicles in the UK’ (DeSmog UK, 12 September 
2016) <https://www.desmog.uk/2016/09/12/revealed-exxon-mobil-lobbying-against-electric-vehicles-uk> 
11 Thomas Hughes, Networks of Power: Electrification in Western Society (JHU Press 1993) 
12 Tesla Motors, Inc. v. Johnson et al (1:16-cv-01158) 
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II. Legal analysis 

2.1   UK measures 

A. Legislation 

 The UK’s most relevant piece of legislation is the Climate Change Act 2008. Its main 

objective is to ensure that the net UK carbon account for GHGs is 80% lower in 2050 than it 

was in 1990.13 The Act gives the government a mandate to turn the UK into a “low-carbon 

economy”, creates an independent Committee on Climate Change (CCC), gives ministers the 

power to introduce various measures to reduce GHGs, and allows the setting of ‘carbon 

budgets’ as five-year limits to UK emissions. This not only serves the purpose of reducing 

GHGs, but also the amount of nitrogen oxide (NOx) pollution released into the air, which poses 

a more immediate threat to public health on local scales. In 2011, the Office for Low Emission 

Vehicles (OLEV), under the Department for Transport, published its ‘Plug-In Vehicle 

Infrastructure Strategy’.14 The report sets out the UK’s strategy to support ultra-low emission 

vehicles (ULEVs), which includes both EVs and hybrid cars, by removing barriers to the 

market, encouraging private investment, and ensuring public access to charging infrastructure. 

As a result, the government has introduced several measures to support the decarbonisation of 

both private and public road transport, including economic incentives, infrastructure spending, 

and public information. 

 

B. Economic incentives 

 The UK’s main approach towards supporting ULEVs has been through the use of 

economic incentives. This includes the plug-in car grant, ULEV tax benefits, and funding for 

research & development (R&D). The plug-in car grant, which also applies to vans and 

motorcycles, is a demand-side subsidy program which seeks to incentivise the purchase of 

                                                           
13 Climate Change Act 2008 
14 Office for Low Emission Vehicles, Making the connection: the plug-in vehicle infrastructure strategy (2011) 
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ULEVs. It covers 35% of the vehicle’s cost, up to a maximum of either £4,500 (category 1) or 

£2,500 (category 2 & 3), which is deducted from the purchase price directly at the point of 

sale.15 This step-function approach not only acts as an economic incentive for consumers to 

buy ULEVs, but also to seek the most efficient models (Fig.3). Category 1 vehicles include the 

Tesla Model S and X, BMW i3, Citroen C-Zero, Ford Focus Electric, Nissan LEAF, Peugeot 

iON, and Volkswagen e-Golf. 

 

Figure 3 – Plug-in car grant categories. Source: OLEV 
  

 ULEV tax benefits are another significant demand-side measure, as they allow drivers 

to be completely exempt from both fuel duty and vehicle excise duty.16 Finally, the government 

provides investment opportunities for both corporate and academic R&D on ULEV 

technologies, which can be characterised as a supply-side incentive. In 2010, it offered £24 

million for projects on “hybrids, lightweight materials, engine optimisation and catalyst 

efficiency”; in 2015, it offered a further £11 million for projects on “recycled carbon fibre 

material”, “zero emission electric bus with hydrogen fuel cell”, and “zero-emission power and 

cooling system adapted from […] liquid nitrogen powered engine”; and in 2016, it offered 

                                                           
15 ‘Plug-in car grant eligibility guidance’ (Office for Low Emission Vehicles) 
<https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/plug-in-car-grant/plug-in-car-grant-eligibility-guidance> 
accessed 4 March 2017 
16 Office for Low Emission Vehicles, Tax benefits for ultra low emission vehicles (2016) 
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£38.2 million to be shared between “130 car manufacturers, technology companies and 

research centres”.17 

 

C. Infrastructure spending 

 In a 2011 White Paper, the government found that “placing localism at the heart of the 

transport agenda” by “taking measures to empower local authorities” was the most effective 

strategy to support EVs.18 As a result, it launched the ‘Local Sustainable Transport Fund’, 

which provided a total of £600 million to be invested in EV infrastructure. In 2016, it 

announced a £35 million package to increase public access to chargepoints, including £20m 

for councils to provide chargepoints for ULEV taxis and £10m for chargepoints outside 

workplaces and homes with no access to a driveway. The UK’s main informational campaign 

is ‘Go Ultra Low’, a platform about the benefits of ULEVs for consumers, businesses, and 

public institutions. It has a partnership with Zap-Map, which provides a map of all chargepoints 

across the UK, including live data on charger types and availability (Fig.4).19 

 

Figure 4 – Map of chargepoints in Greater London. Source: Zap-Map 

                                                           
17 Louise Butcher, Electric vehicles and infrastructure (House of Commons Briefing Paper, 2016) 
18 Department for Transport, Creating growth, cutting carbon: making sustainable local transport happen 
(White Paper, Cm 7996, 2011) 
19 ‘Charging point map’ (Go Ultra Low) <https://www.goultralow.com/company-cars-and-fleet-
vehicles/charging/> accessed 4 March 2017 
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2.2   EU measures 

A. Legislation 

 The EU’s most relevant pieces of legislation are the Renewable Energy Directive 

(2009/28/EC), Clean Vehicles Directive (2009/33/EC), Alternative Fuels Infrastructure 

Directive (2014/94/EU), and various Regulations on minimum emission standards. Since the 

UK started its process to leave the EU in March 2017, it will no longer be held accountable for 

implementing these Directives once its exit from EU membership has been completed. 

However, as per the government’s White Paper on the Great Repeal Bill, all UK legislation 

which was passed to implement EU Directives will be preserved, and all EU Regulations will 

be converted into national law.20 The Renewable Energy Directive requires the EU to fulfil 

20% of its energy needs through renewables by 2020, which is to be achieved through 

individual national targets. The Clean Vehicles Directive requires member states to consider 

the impact of all vehicles used by public institutions, as well as provide incentives in public 

procurement for the purchase of EVs. The Alternative Fuels Infrastructure Directive requires 

member states to set targets for publicly accessible chargepoints and makes it mandatory to use 

a common plug all across the EU, which facilitates EU-wide mobility. Finally, various 

Regulations set out minimum emission standards for both light-duty (Euro 6) and heavy-duty 

vehicles (Euro VI).21 

 

B. Infrastructure spending 

 Besides its legislation, the EU also directly supports investments in EV infrastructure. 

This is mostly outlined in the European Commission’s ‘Strategy for low-emission mobility’, 

which states that the European Structural and Investment Fund provides €70 billion for 

                                                           
20 Department for Exiting the European Union, Legislating for the United Kingdom’s withdrawal from the 
European Union (White Paper, Cm 9446, 2917) 
21 ‘Transport Emissions’ (European Commission) <http://ec.europa.eu/environment/air/transport/road.htm> 
accessed 4 March 2017 
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transport, of which €39 billion goes towards supporting low-emission infrastructure.22 

Furthermore, the EU programme ‘Horizon2020’ provides €6.4 billion for research projects on 

low-carbon mobility, which could also be characterised as a supply-side economic incentive 

that operates on the union-wide scale.23 

 

2.3   Discussion 

A. Policy methods 

 In environmental law, different regulatory approaches can be used to achieve specific 

purposes, with their effectiveness often depending on social and economic context. These can 

be categorised as land designation, environmental assessment, command & control, economic 

instruments, reflexive mechanisms, and public participation.24 With regards to EVs, the most 

relevant ones are command & control and economic instruments. Command & control refers 

to an interventionist approach which uses measures such as licensing, strict minimum 

standards, and outright bans. A prominent example of this is the Industrial Emissions Directive 

(2010/75/EU), also known as Integrated Pollution Prevention and Control (IPPC), which 

requires the licensing of permits to industrial emitters as a means of controlling pollution.25 

Although this approach can be highly effective in contexts where immediate intervention is 

necessary to reduce environmental damage, there are also certain problems associated with it. 

As per Dryzek, command & control represents a “crisis of administrative rationalism”, as it 

attempts to “organize scientific and technical expertise into bureaucratic hierarchy in the 

service of the state”.26 Indeed, as an industry increases in complexity and number of 

                                                           
22 ‘Commission publishes Strategy for low-emission mobility’ (European Commission, 20 June 2016)  
<http://ec.europa.eu/transport/themes/strategies/news/2016-07-20-decarbonisation_en> 
23 Ibid. 
24 Jane Holder & Maria Lee, Environmental Protection, Law and Policy (2nd edn, Cambridge University Press 
2007) 
25 ‘The Industrial Emissions Directive’ (European Commission) 
<http://ec.europa.eu/environment/industry/stationary/ied/legislation.htm> accessed 4 March 2017 
26 John S. Dryzek, The Politics of the Earth: Environmental Discourses (OUP 1997) 73 
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autonomous actors, the process of direct regulation becomes more resource-intensive and 

difficult to centralise. This view is supported by Julia Black, who highlights the main issues as 

“complexity, fragmentation of knowledge, fragmentation of power, autonomy, 

interdependence, and collapse of public/private distinction”.27 

 Economic instruments, on the other hand, are a market-based approach which use 

measures such as taxes, subsidies, and carbon credits. Economism is rooted in the idea of the 

‘tragedy of the commons’, whereby a large number of individual actors, each acting in their 

own interest, lead to the depletion of common resources. Thus, the main purpose of economic 

measures is to internalise negative externalities as a means of preventing that scenario, as well 

as influence behaviour in the long-term. As per Hardin, this can be characterised as a 

manifestation of the “Polluter Pays Principle”.28 The main advantage of economic measures is 

that they “harness the knowledge and information of the regulated industry” instead of relying 

on direct regulation.29 However, there are also certain problems related to this approach. The 

first is that it assumes all independent actors to “behave like rational economic calculators”, 

which is often referred to as the appeal to homo economicus in behavioural economics.30 The 

second is that externalities, especially those related to environmental impact, are notoriously 

difficult to calculate, which makes it challenging to determine what level of tax or subsidy 

should be given. Besides the philosophical issue of whether one can even assign economic 

value to particular natural resources, the effectiveness of such measures depends on “uncertain 

and uncontrollable factors, including the elasticity of demand, the availability of substitutes, 

and the profits or economic efficiency of firms”.31 Finally, the third problem is that green taxes 

are regressive in their application, rather than being progressive or even proportional. This 

                                                           
27 Julia Black, ‘Decentring Regulation: Understanding the Role of Regulation and Self-Regulation in a "Post-
Regulatory" World’ (2001) 54 CLP 103, 111 
28 Garret Hardin, ‘Tragedy of the Commons’ (1968) 162(3859) Science 1243 
29 Holder & Lee (n24) 424 
30 Ibid. 
31 Ibid. 
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raises a question of social justice in environmental law, since low-income households end up 

paying a greater proportion of their income towards economic measures. However, as per 

Tindale & Hewitt, those same households also suffer more from the effects of environmental 

damage, which means that one must consider “whether environmental taxation is more 

regressive than inaction”.32 

 

B. Command & Control 

 With regards to measures that support the proliferation of EVs, command & control can 

be observed in the EU’s regulations on minimum emission standards. Considering the 

aforementioned criticisms against direct regulation, it is submitted that command & control 

measures would not be the most effective approach towards supporting EVs if they were 

employed as the only policy method. However, as per Caleb & Goble, “California, acting 

through the CARB, took an active regulatory role that was explicitly and very publicly 

technology forcing”33, which “spurred the development of innovative hybrid and fuel cell 

vehicles more effectively than the French approach”.34 This view is backed up by the statistics, 

as according to Imperial College’s Grantham Institute, California has over three times as many 

EVs as the UK despite having a lower population and similar GDP (Fig.5).35 Thus, although a 

substantial amount of that difference can be accounted for by California’s supply-side R&D 

initiatives and Silicon Valley’s role as a global hub for companies like Tesla, it is submitted 

that technology-enforcing regulation can be an effective approach when combined with 

economic incentives. By gradually increasing the minimum level of emission standards for 

                                                           
32 Stephen Tindale & Chris Hewett, ‘Must the Poor Pay More? Sustainable Development, Social Justice, and 
Environmental Taxation’ in Andrew Dobson (ed), Fairness and Futurity (OUP 1999) 
33 David Calef & Robert Goble, ‘The allure of technology: How France and California promoted electric and 
hybrid vehicles to reduce urban air pollution’ (2007) 40 Policy Sci 1, 28 
34 Calef & Goble (n33) 1 
35 ‘California just signed a climate change agreement with Scotland’ (Grantham Institute, 5 April 2017) 
<https://granthaminstitute.wordpress.com/2017/04/05/california-climate-scotland/> 
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new vehicles sold in the EU and UK, governments can push manufacturers to innovate and 

improve engine efficiency in order to maintain their licenses. 

 

Figure 5 – California and UK statistics on EVs. Source: Grantham Institute 

  

C. Economic instruments 

 Economic instruments can be observed in the UK’s plug-in car grant and ULEV tax 

benefits, as well as the EU and UK’s R&D funding. They are particularly effective measures 

in supporting EVs, as the use of market-based incentives leads to the emergence of what I refer 

to as ‘network effects’, each of which functions as a positive feedback loop. The ‘social 

network effect’ happens when consumer adoption leads to more social acceptance, which leads 

to more adoption; the ‘technological network effect’ happens when consumer adoption leads 

to more infrastructure, which leads to more adoption; and the ‘economic network effect’ 

happens when consumer adoption leads to more R&D and lower costs for manufacturers, 

which leads to higher performance and lower prices for consumers, which leads to more 

adoption. Although Irvine opines that “[EV] subsidies are costly and ineffective policy 

mechanisms in the battle against green-house gases”36, it is submitted that their role in 

catalysing the emergence of ‘network effects’ in the short-term and ‘green consumers’ in the 

                                                           
36 Ian Irvine, ‘Electric Vehicle Subsidies in the Era of Attribute-Based Regulations’ (2017) 43(1) Canadian Public 
Policy 50, 50 
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long-term makes economic measures an imperfect necessity. This is supported by Barton & 

Schutte, whereby “it may be desirable, even essential, to support the longer-term emergence of 

EVs as a technical option, even though it is an expensive one in the short term”.37 

 With regards to the issue of regressive taxation, green taxes such as the fuel duty and 

vehicle excise tax, as well as green subsidies such as the plug-in car grant, can be criticised for 

imposing a disproportional burden on low-income consumers. As per Barton & Schutte, “the 

equity criterion […] causes us to ask whether a measure such as EV price support is a regressive 

subsidy, if it fails to change behaviour and merely redistributes income towards purchasers 

who are already affluent”.38 However, although that argument is valid, it is important to note 

that there is actually an upper limit to the plug-in car grant’s eligibility, as it is unavailable for 

any ULEV which exceeds a retail price of £60,000.39 Therefore, higher-income consumers who 

wish to purchase a ‘premium car’ do not benefit from the subsidy, which renders the measure 

somewhat more proportional.  

 

2.4   Conclusions 

 The most effective approach towards supporting the proliferation of EVs seems to be a 

combination of gradually-increasing minimum emission standards and economic incentives. 

Although the EU and UK are both involved in implementing such measures, I present two 

particular criticisms. The first is that the current level of demand-side subsidies is not high 

enough to overcome concerns about the reliability of EVs and ease of access to chargepoint 

infrastructure. In the face of misinformation campaigns from the fossil fuel industry and social 

friction over the adoption rate of EVs, a higher level of financial commitment needs to go 

towards catalysing ‘network effects’. The reasoning behind this view is supported by Barton 

                                                           
37 Barry Barton & Peter Schutte, ‘Electric vehicle law and policy: a comparative analysis’ (2017) 35(2) JERL 147, 
170 
38 Ibid. 
39 OLEV (n15) 
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& Schutte, whereby “it is very likely that the price barrier is not overcome by subsidies that are 

too small and too gradual”.40 The second is that although demand-side measures have been 

well-developed, the level of supply-side incentives is minimal. The UK’s investments in R&D 

projects for EVs, whilst beneficial, are relatively small sums in the bigger picture of the 

automobile industry. Furthermore, there is five times less venture capital provided for clean 

technology in the UK than in California, which points towards a relative lag in the country’s 

‘economic network effect’.41   

 

Figure 6 – Supercharger station. Source: Tesla Motors 

 Nevertheless, there are “more than 11,000 public chargepoints across the UK”, which 

makes it “Europe’s largest network of rapid chargepoints”.42 With regards to the idea of a 

national charging network, the government has stated that it would be “uneconomic” to 

“mandate a chargepoint on every corner”, opting instead to let most of the infrastructure be 

provided by the private sector, such as Tesla’s ‘supercharger’ stations (Fig.6), and individual 

consumers.43 Ultimately, it wants to see the “majority of recharging taking place at home, at 

                                                           
40 Barton & Schutte (n37) 169 
41 Grantham Institute (n35) 
42 Butcher (n17) 15 
43 Butcher (n17) 14 
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night, after the peak in electricity demand”, with most public spending going towards 

workplace chargepoints for commuters. To conclude, my answer to this paper’s positive 

question is that electric vehicles are indeed being supported by policy measures, but both 

demand-side and supply-side incentives need to be set at more ambitious levels.  
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III. Environmental philosophy 

3.1   Ecological theories 

A. Scientific paradigm 

 Science is the epistemological foundation upon which most decision-making takes 

place in modern environmental law. Due to the scientific method’s unrivalled degree of 

reliability in producing empirical knowledge, it has a “central role in legitimating 

environmental law and policy”.44 However, when it comes to risk assessment, there is an issue 

of scientific uncertainty which goes beyond mere ‘data gaps’ to be filled by future research, 

but also contains more profound questions about the very nature of knowledge. Due to the 

spatial interconnectedness of complex systems in our biosphere, including both biological and 

social behaviour, environmental law is particularly vulnerable to this phenomenon. Despite our 

development of the precautionary principle, with a ‘weak approach’ that weighs the potential 

of environmental damage against economic interests, and a ‘strong approach’ that evaluates 

environmental risk without any reference to costs and benefits, the scientific paradigm has 

often been criticised for operating in a ‘vacuum state’. Its inability to consider epistemological 

uncertainty and normative philosophy has given rise to “a range of 'alternative' ecological 

theories [which] fundamentally question the prevalence or hegemony of science”, including 

such concepts as deep ecology and social ecology.45 

 

B. Deep ecology 

 Deep ecology is a philosophical approach which rejects any compromise on 

environmental protection and disregards economic development as a primary objective. The 

theory is underpinned by a view of the biosphere as a ‘web of life’, which has a certain basis 

in scientific reality, but also contains elements of spirituality. Arne Naess, the movement’s 

                                                           
44 Holder & Lee (n24) 12 
45 Holder & Lee (n24) 47 
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founding intellectual, describes this “ecophysical outlook” as being “so deep that one's own 

self is no longer properly delimited by the personal ego […] one experiences oneself to be 

genuinely part of all life”.46 Deep ecology’s substantive implementation has been suggested to 

include such measures as “communities arranged according to bioregions, using the minimum 

of resources and employing recycling, reuse, and renewable energy, and, more controversially, 

restraining population growth”.47 Fundamentally, this approach can be characterised as 

exhibiting ‘ecocentrism’, which regards natural interests as being inseparable from human 

interests, as well as ‘dark green environmentalism’, which advocates the use of low-impact 

technology and self-reliance for sustainability. 

  

C. Social ecology 

 Social ecology is a philosophical approach which also rejects most compromise on 

environmental protection, but regards the issue as being rooted in socio-political systems rather 

than a question of natural connection and spirituality. Thus, it advocates a reconstructive 

outlook on social issues in order to deal with environmental issues. As per Murray Bookchin, 

“the very notion of the domination of nature by man stems from the very real domination of 

human by human”.48 As a result of this reasoning, “social ecologists are also deeply sceptical 

about the spiritual dimension to deep ecology”.49 Fundamentally, it can be characterised as 

exhibiting ‘anthropocentrism’, which regards natural interests as being a vital means of 

advancing human interests, as well as ‘dark green environmentalism’. 

 

D. Sustainable development 

 Although I consider deep ecology and social ecology to be highly valuable chapters in 

humanity’s book of environmental philosophy, they do not represent a pragmatic approach to 

                                                           
46 Arne Naess, ‘Self-realisation: An Ecological Approach to Being in the World’ (1987) 4(3) Trumpeter 35, 39 
47 Holder & Lee (n24) 49 
48 Murray Bookchin, The Ecology of Freedom (AK Press 2005) 65 
49 Holder & Lee (n24) 51 
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environmental law within the context of modern trends in economic growth, technological 

development, and globalisation. Considering the monumental technological achievements that 

we have witnessed in the 21st century – including advancements in solar energy, electric 

vehicles, carbon capture, bio-engineering, nanotechnology, internet of things, and nuclear 

energy – it is submitted that a philosophy which employs ‘technocentrism’ is better suited to 

tackle environmental issues effectively, achieving a realistic compromise with economic 

growth through the framework of sustainable development.  

 

3.2   Technocentrism 

A. Technocentrism 

 Technocentrism is an approach which regards humans as having control over nature 

through the use of technology, which encourages problems to be solved by scientific innovation 

rather than radical economic reform. Although we cannot know whether this philosophy would 

be substantively more effective in protecting the environment than social ecology or deep 

ecology, its character of ‘bright green environmentalism’ has already been embraced by most 

of the global community, which represents an immediate opportunity to bring about positive 

change. In dissecting this philosophy, I refer to it as being constituted of ‘shallow 

technocentrism’ and ‘radical technocentrism’, which I consider to be terms that are 

conceptually related, but substantially different.  

 

B. Shallow technocentrism 

 Shallow technocentrism can be defined as an application of technocentric 

environmentalism which brings about incremental improvements on existing products through 

the use of market-based incentives. It represents a weaker form of sustainability, whereby 

environmental interests are only supported when they follow economic interests. It is submitted 

that the proliferation of EVs falls into this category of technocentrism. Although they are far 
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less harmful to the environment than vehicles with internal combustion engines, EVs only 

represent a substitution in fuel source, rather than a radical improvement in our transport 

systems. The mechanisms are the same, and the paradigm is the same. This view is supported 

by Barton & Schutte, whereby: “Electric vehicles are still vehicles. They do not reduce journey 

times, the number of cars on the road or the demand for new roading. They produce about as 

much particulate matter air pollution as ICVs.”50 

 

C. Radical technocentrism 

 Radical technocentrism can be defined as an application of technocentric 

environmentalism which brings about fundamental improvements on existing products and 

supports the development of entirely new systems. It represents a stronger form of 

sustainability, whereby environmental interests are the primary objective of technological 

innovation, with economic development as a derivative benefit. In that regard, it is submitted 

that the proliferation of EVs should be combined with a series of systemic improvements to 

shift urban design away from an automobile-centric focus and towards a green-centric focus, 

including vast networks of segregated bicycle lanes (Fig.7), self-driving ‘pod’ systems, and 

shared EV mechanisms. This is supported by the European Environmental Agency, whereby 

“electric vehicles are just one way in which Europe can move towards a more resource efficient 

economy”, and therefore “systematic transformation is needed, including further development 

of renewable biofuels, a shift towards non-motorised and/or public transport and changing the 

ways in which we use our transport systems”.51 

 

 

                                                           
50 Barton & Schutte (n37) 169 
51 ‘Electric vehicles and the energy sector’ (European Environment Agency, 26 September 2016) 
<http://www.eea.europa.eu/themes/transport/electric-vehicles/electric-vehicles-and-energy>  
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3.3   Conclusions 

 If a technocentric approach is to be employed as the means of meeting our 

environmental objectives – which is currently the case – then it should be done so with radical 

implementation rather than incremental measures constrained by free-market incentives. To 

use an analogy, EVs are like a ‘band-aid on a bullet wound’; they may help to ease the pain, 

but they will not treat the source of the issue. This will require a fundamental ‘paradigm shift’ 

in our strategies for public policy and infrastructure, as was characterised by Thomas Kuhn in 

relation to scientific revolutions.52 To conclude, my answer to this paper’s normative question 

is that electric vehicles should be supported as an effective short-term solution, but should also 

be combined with systemic improvements that facilitate the widespread use of bicycles and 

public transport as a long-term solution to climate change. 

 

Figure 7 – Network of segregated bicycle lanes in Brussels. Source: author’s content 

 

 

Word count: 5,000 

                                                           
52 Thomas Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (U Chicago Press 1962) 
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