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By Acharya Prashant

Every civilisation in crisis reaches first for the solution that requires it to change the least.

This is not cowardice; it is the structural behaviour of the human ego, which will accept any

modification to its tools before it will accept an examination of its wants. The current

response to the climate emergency follows this pattern with remarkable fidelity: we will

change the engine, we will change the fuel, we will change the grid that charges the fuel; but

what we will not change, what we are constitutionally unwilling to even place on the table, is
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the question of why we must travel this far, this fast, this privately, this incessantly, and what

exactly we believe we are moving toward.

In the domain of transport, this pattern has found its most consequential expression in the

electric vehicle. Governments have subsidised it, cities have mandated it, and the educated

and environmentally concerned have adopted it with something approaching moral relief. The

argument runs like this: cleaner cars mean lower emissions; replace the fleet; the problem is

addressed. It is a tidy argument, and it is also built on a mathematical error so fundamental

that correcting it changes everything. The error is not in the engineering; it is in treating per-

vehicle emissions as the relevant unit of measurement, when the actual problem, the total

emissions from road transport globally, is the product of two variables: how much each

vehicle emits, and how many vehicles there are. The EV addresses the first, but leaves the

second not only unaddressed but actively growing, because the desire to own a private

vehicle is rooted in something no battery has ever touched: the ego's assertion of

separateness, its claim to status, its demand to feel that it has arrived. Improve the rate all you

want; if the volume grows faster, total emissions rise. This is not a philosophical observation

but arithmetic, and the entire EV consensus has been built on leaving it incomplete.

A battery electric vehicle is, by the metrics that matter, a better machine than its petrol or

diesel counterpart: lower lifecycle emissions, zero tailpipe pollution, higher energy conversion

efficiency. That fact is not being contested here. What is contested is the claim that the EV

transition, scaled to the aspirations of a world still racing toward mass motorisation,

constitutes a meaningful answer to the climate emergency. It is one thing to say the machine

is cleaner; it is another to say the machine, in the hands of this civilisation, with these

appetites and these ambitions, will make the trajectory cleaner. The first claim is about

engineering; the second is about the human being, and the human being has not been

examined.

The Equation Nobody Completes

Before the argument proceeds, the strongest version of the case for EVs deserves to be met

on its own terms, because the piece being written here is not aimed at a straw man. A serious

climate policy thinker would not claim that the EV alone solves the crisis. She would say: the

EV is one lever among many in a systems-level transition that includes grid decarbonisation,

urban redesign, public transport investment, and yes, behavioural change. Criticising the EV

for not doing everything is to miss how transitions work.
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This is correct as a description of what ought to be happening. It is precisely wrong as a

description of what is actually happening. The grid is decarbonising slower than EV adoption

is growing. Urban redesign is not occurring in the markets where vehicle growth is fastest.

Public transport investment is declining or stagnant in most of the developing world's fastest-

motorising cities. And behavioural change is not happening at all; it is, in fact, what the EV was

purchased to make unnecessary. The "one lever among many" framing exists in the

engineering document and the policy proposal. It is absent from the showroom, the subsidy

scheme, the political speech, and the conscience of the person driving home. In practice, the

EV does not function as one lever among many. It functions as the lever that releases the

hand from the others. Once the vehicle is clean, the examination is over. This is not a failure of

implementation. It is the ego reorganising its justifications around the most convenient

available instrument.

Transport emissions are the product of two variables: how much each vehicle emits over its

lifetime, and how many vehicles there are. Reduce the first variable and you have a cleaner

fleet. But the total emissions from that fleet depend on both variables together, and no

improvement to the first survives unchecked growth in the second. The global light-duty

vehicle fleet stood at 1.31 billion vehicles in 2020. It is projected to reach 2.21 billion by 2050,

with non-OECD motorisation rates expected to nearly double over that period. That growth is

not happening in Europe or North America, where vehicle ownership has plateaued. It is

happening in Asia, Africa, Latin America, and the Middle East, in every country where rising

incomes and the private car as the symbol of arrival are converging into the same aspiration

at scale. The developed world built its motorisation crisis over a century. The developing world

is being invited to replicate it in a generation, and the EV is the instrument through which that

replication is being presented as environmentally responsible.

Now ask where the second variable comes from. Not from any technical factor. The number

of vehicles is driven fundamentally by the ego's claim on mobility, its assertion that it has

earned the right to the private shell, its demand to close the gap between current life and the

imagined life of arrival. That claim is not a neutral transportation preference. It is the self's

insistence on separateness expressed through the most socially legible object available. The

EV does not touch the root of that insistence. It satisfies it with a cleaner story attached. And

you know this, because if you are reading this piece with any discomfort, the discomfort is not

about data. It is about recognition.

There is a further dimension to the second variable that has a name in economics: the Jevons

Paradox. William Stanley Jevons observed in 1865 that improvements in coal engine efficiency
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did not reduce coal consumption; they increased it, because cheaper operation expanded the

range of applications and the scale of use. The pattern has held across every subsequent

domain: fuel-efficient cars led to more driving, not less; energy-efficient appliances led to

larger homes; cheaper flights led to more flights. United States vehicle miles traveled

increased by over 180 percent between 1970 and 2019, across a period of sustained fuel-

efficiency improvements. The efficiency gain was consumed, each time, by the appetite it was

supposed to constrain. The EV makes driving cheaper per mile. Lower cost per mile lowers the

psychological threshold for use. More trips are taken, longer routes chosen, and the guilt that

might once have moderated the journey is dissolved by the green sticker. The Jevons Paradox

is not a historical curiosity. It is the operating principle of an ego given a cheaper instrument: it

uses more of it, not less, because the instrument was always in service of an appetite, and

appetite does not self-limit through efficiency.

The Numbers the Optimists Skip

Consider India, because India makes the calculation most visible. India today has thirty-four

cars for every thousand people. The United States has eight hundred and thirty-two. That gap

is not merely a statistic; it is an aspiration, and the distinction matters. The aspiration of the

government, of the automobile industry, of the development economist preparing the next

GDP projection, is to close that gap, because closing it is what development means, because

the private car is the most legible symbol of having arrived. Notice what happens in you as

you read that. The aspiration is not alien to you. It is yours, or it was yours, or it belongs to

someone you love, and the EV has made it easier to hold because now it comes with a green

conscience attached.

India's total vehicle stock is projected to more than double from 226 million in 2023 to 494

million by 2050, with private car ownership alone expected to nearly triple. If that growth is

electrified, and if each additional vehicle reduces per-vehicle emissions by thirty percent over

a petrol equivalent, total vehicular emissions still multiply several times over, because the

improvement in the rate is overwhelmed by the growth in the volume. India is the largest

single example of this dynamic, but it is the rule, not the exception; every developing economy

now entering the motorisation phase is running the same calculation.

The per-vehicle numbers in the Indian context make this more acute still. Given India's high

reliance on coal for electricity generation, battery electric four-wheelers currently offer only

about 20 percent lower lifecycle emissions than internal combustion engine vehicles. A peer-
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reviewed study in Nature Communications goes further: with India's existing electricity mix,

four-wheeled battery EVs may offer less than 5 percent greenhouse gas reduction compared

to the current average vehicle on Indian roads. The green credential of the Indian EV is, for

now, a promise mortgaged against a future grid that does not yet exist, because coal is

expected to contribute to over half of India's total projected electricity generation through

2030. India is not unusual in this regard; it shares its grid profile with China, Indonesia,

Vietnam, South Africa, and Poland, which together represent the majority of the world's

fastest-growing vehicle markets. The EV's green credential is weakest precisely where the

vehicle growth is fastest.

There is a further dimension that the arithmetic of per-vehicle emissions conveniently omits:

the EV's own material story. Approximately 70 percent of global cobalt supply originates from

the Democratic Republic of Congo, extracted under conditions that include documented child

labour. Lithium mining in Chile's Atacama Desert, one of the driest non-polar ecosystems on

earth, consumes an estimated 65 percent of the region's already scarce water. Rare earth

processing is concentrated in Inner Mongolia, where the tailings lake at Baotou has become

one of the most toxic industrial sites on earth. The conscience that migrated from the exhaust

pipe to the showroom has not cleaned itself. It has moved its costs below the line of its own

visibility, to a mine shaft it will never visit, to a community it will never meet, in a transaction

that will never appear in any lifecycle analysis because such analyses stop at the borders

their authors find convenient. Ask yourself whether you knew this before reading it. And if you

did, ask what you did with the knowledge.

Consider also who is buying these cleaner vehicles. Around 90 percent of all federal EV tax

credits in the United States went to the top income quintile. The top demographic of today's

EV buyer globally is affluent, college-educated, and in a significant proportion of cases, owns

the EV as a second vehicle while the existing internal combustion car remains in the same

driveway, unretired. The EV did not displace a petrol car. It joined one. The fleet grew. The

arithmetic worsened. The conscience improved. This is the structure of the problem in a single

data point: not replacement but addition, not sacrifice but accumulation. The green sticker is

purchased by precisely the person whose aggregate lifestyle, the flights, the large air-

conditioned home, the consumption across every category, is the primary driver of emissions

in the first place, and it is purchased in a way that leaves that lifestyle entirely intact and

newly justified.

The EV's green credential does not merely fail to reduce the aspiration to motorisation; it

actively accelerates it. The person who hesitated over buying a car because of a dim
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environmental awareness now faces a socially approved, morally comfortable alternative, and

the hesitation dissolves. The aspiration cascade, in which the small town aspires to the city

and the city aspires to the West, continues undisturbed; at every rung, the same claim now

carries a cleaner conscience. The EV has not changed the direction of travel. It has made the

direction more comfortable to maintain.

The Driver Has Not Changed

The second variable is driven by the ego, and no improvement to the vehicle reaches the ego,

because the vehicle was never primarily a transportation device. It is an ego-object, and the

EV is the same ego-object with a cleaner engine.

The personal car is, in the most precise sense, a metaphor for the ego itself: sealed, self-

directed, moving at speed, insulated from the world it passes through, accumulating distance

it calls progress. The driver controls the temperature, the music, the route; she need never

adjust her pace to another's, never negotiate a shared timetable, never sit beside someone

she did not choose. The car does not merely transport; it privatises existence. It is the ego

made mobile, the assertion of one's own separateness given four wheels and an engine. The

electric car is the same assertion, now quieter and cleaner, but the assertion is intact. The

sealed pod remains sealed. The insulation from others remains. The declaration that one has

the right to move through the world on one's own terms, answerable to no shared constraint,

remains entirely undisturbed. This is not incidental to the appeal of the personal vehicle. It is

precisely the appeal, the thing the engineering cannot touch.

Watch how this plays out in actual markets. The most commercially successful segment of

the EV market globally is not small, efficient, deliberately modest vehicles. It is large,

expensive, status-bearing vehicles that happen to run on batteries. The ego has not revised its

requirements; it has found a cleaner way to meet them. The car grew larger. The road claim

grew larger. The conscience was satisfied. Nothing else changed. The ego that once said "I

have arrived" through a petrol SUV now says exactly the same thing through an electric one,

and adds a solar panel to the house for good measure.

The physical claim the private vehicle makes on shared space is another dimension that

electrification does not touch by a single square metre. A private vehicle requires, on average

across a typical daily journey, between three and four dedicated parking spaces, at home, at

work, at destination. In car-dependent cities, road and parking infrastructure already

consumes between thirty and fifty percent of urban land. The EV does not reduce this
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footprint. A city that has displaced its residents in favour of the movement and storage of

private vehicles has made a choice about whose convenience matters, and that choice is not

reversed by electrification. The machine that enacts it merely runs more quietly.

The societies that have meaningfully reduced car dependence have not done so by making

cars cleaner. They have done so by making car ownership expensive, inconvenient, and

socially unexceptional. Japan's rail system moves hundreds of millions of people without

requiring each to own a private vehicle. Kerala achieves literacy and life expectancy

comparable to far wealthier states at a fraction of their emissions. Singapore's Vehicle Quota

System caps the total vehicle population through a certificate of entitlement whose price is

set by public auction; a certificate alone costs more than many small cars elsewhere, and the

result is one of the highest per-capita incomes in the world coexisting with one of the lowest

car ownership rates among wealthy nations. No battery was required. What was required was

a decision about what kind of society to be, and that decision is precisely the one the EV

conversation makes it comfortable never to make.

These are not miracles of engineering. They are what a different relationship between the self

and the world looks like when it is built into infrastructure. The private car and the shared train

are not merely different technologies; they are expressions of two fundamentally different

orientations toward other people and toward the world. The EV leaves the first orientation

entirely undisturbed and presents itself as progress.

This is why the EV is not merely a flawed solution; it is an actively preferred one. For the ego

that is educated, concerned, prosperous, and unwilling to relinquish the life it has built, the EV

is a salvation narrative: the assurance that nothing needs to fundamentally change, that the

pace and the distances and the private sovereignty over one's movement through the world

can all continue, merely repowered. The ego that produced the crisis boards the new car and

continues. The EV arrives in a lineage of such instruments: carbon offset certificates, biofuels,

mass tree-planting campaigns, each offering the same structure, action without

transformation, change without examination, the appearance of having done something while

the underlying appetite continues unchecked. Each was embraced with genuine sincerity.

Each left the root intact and growing.

The Crisis Inside the Conscience

Here the argument must go to its root, because the EV is only one expression of a more

fundamental error: the belief that the climate crisis is an external problem, amenable to

5/29/26, 7:05 PM Charged, but Unchanged: The EV Delusion | Daily Pioneer

https://dailypioneer.com/news/charged-but-unchanged-the-ev-delusion 7/18

https://www.facebook.com/dailypioneer/
https://www.instagram.com/dailypioneer/
https://x.com/TheDailyPioneer
https://www.youtube.com/@ThePioneerNews
https://in.linkedin.com/company/dailypioneer


external solutions, and that the internal condition of the person driving the machine is simply

not a relevant variable.

This belief is not a philosophical position that can be argued away. It is what the evidence

demonstrates once the lens is widened beyond the tailpipe. The climate crisis is not

something visited upon the world by the ego's unfortunate engineering choices. It is the ego's

inner condition made legible at civilisational scale. The ego's orientation toward the world, its

compulsion to consume, to insulate itself from others, to expand its claim on space and

resource, to define the good life as the life of maximum acquisition, is not the context in which

the climate emergency occurred. It is its substance. And a substance cannot be addressed by

modifying one of its expressions while leaving the substance fully operational.

Consider the most pointed illustration of this, one the EV conversation never enters. The

United States Department of Defense is, by most serious assessments, the single largest

institutional consumer of fossil fuels on earth, with annual emissions estimated in the range

of fifty to sixty million metric tons of Carbon Dioxide equivalent, exceeding the total national

emissions of countries such as Sweden, Norway, or Denmark. That figure does not include the

emissions of active conflict: burning oil infrastructure, military reconstruction, the energy cost

of the weapons supply chain, or the carbon released by the fires that wars ignite and the

forests they destroy. Researchers studying the first sixty days of the 2023-24 Gaza conflict

estimated that the military operations generated greenhouse gas emissions comparable to

what more than twenty small nations produce in an entire year. None of this enters any EV

lifecycle calculation, any national carbon inventory, or any green consumption score. It is not

invisible because it is unmeasurable. It is invisible because the ego that would need to see it

has arranged, in advance, that its climate conscience and its geopolitical preferences are

unrelated matters, filed in separate drawers, never to be opened at the same time.

Now consider the overlap that makes this arrangement visible. The demographic that leads

EV adoption in the United States, college-educated, politically engaged, environmentally

concerned, upper-income, is not a demographic that has systematically opposed the foreign

policy and the military establishment that produces those emissions. Many have supported it,

voted for administrations that prosecuted it, and framed it in the language of values. The

conscience that migrated from the exhaust pipe to the showroom did not migrate to the

voting booth. This is worth sitting with, not as an accusation but as a question: if your climate

concern is genuine, where exactly does it reach, and where does it stop? And what decides

where it stops?
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The ego is a specialist in compartmentalisation, and this is not a weakness but its structure.

The same ego that asserts the private pod also asserts the geopolitical arrangement that

secures the resources the private pod represents, and the military establishment that

maintains that arrangement. These are not separate appetites expressed by different parts of

the same person. They are the same assertion operating at different scales. The ego that

asserts the sealed car also asserts the foreign policy that keeps the world safe for the life

that the sealed car is driven inside of. To clean the vehicle while sustaining the military that

protects the economy that produced the vehicle is not a partial solution. It is a demonstration

that the examination has not begun.

The flight is a further illustration of the same structure. The average long-haul return flight

produces more Carbon Dioxide per passenger than most people in lower-income countries

produce in an entire year. You, if you are the EV-driving, climate-aware professional this piece

is addressing, likely fly. The holiday, the conference, the family occasion. Each is filed in a

different mental category from the car. The car is the climate self; the flight is the life the

climate self is lived inside of. These are never reconciled, because reconciling them would

require examining what the life costs in full, and that examination is precisely what the EV

was purchased to make unnecessary. The sense of virtue, once established, quiets the

conscience that would otherwise restrain. The EV becomes permission, not sacrifice. You

participate in your own relief because you need the comfort to continue.

The investment portfolio is another hand of the same person. A significant proportion of EV

buyers, disproportionately upper-income, hold portfolios whose returns depend substantially

on the same industries their EV purchase is supposed to counter. The conscience is expressed

through the car; the capital is expressed through the market; and the market funds the

extraction, the petrostate, the arms manufacturer, and the factory farm. The ego does not

register these as contradictions, because it does not experience itself as a unified actor

across all its registers. It reorganises its justifications within each domain separately,

maintaining the appearance of coherence to itself, and moves on. This is not hypocrisy in the

ordinary sense, which implies a standard sincerely held and privately violated. It is the ego's

structural capacity to protect its self-image at every point of contact with reality.

The home makes the same point in a different language. The average American home is

approximately twice the size it was in 1950, with considerably fewer occupants per unit of

floor space. The heating, cooling, and construction of that expanded private space produces

emissions that dwarf what any vehicle transition could save. The EV owner in the large

suburban house with the central air conditioning running through the summer has not reduced
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her footprint. She has cleaned one item on a very long list and quietly declined to look at the

rest of the list.

And the diet, which the EV conversation never approaches. Animal agriculture is responsible

for approximately 14.5 percent of global greenhouse gas emissions by the Food and

Agriculture Organisation's conservative estimate. If you have adopted the EV as your climate

action and have not examined what you eat, your food-related emissions are unchanged. Both

are ego choices; the ego consented to change one because the industry made it financially

attractive and the social approval was abundant. The other remains unexamined because the

discomfort is higher and no convenient alternative has arrived with sufficient ease. The pattern

is consistent: the conscience goes where the ego finds it comfortable to send it. It stops at

the boundary of what would require a genuine reorientation.

These are not instances of hypocrisy. They are demonstrations of a single truth: the climate

crisis is not a problem the ego has. It is a problem the ego is. It is the ego's inner condition, its

restlessness, its acquisitive compulsion, its insistence on a private and insulated claim on the

world, made visible at civilisational scale across every domain it touches. No intervention that

leaves that inner condition intact reaches the root of what is burning. You can replace every

petrol engine on earth with a battery, and the same condition will express itself through every

other instrument available: the military, the portfolio, the flight, the house, the plate. The

engine changes. The condition does not. And it is the condition, not the combustion chamber,

that is the crisis.

The Question That Has Never Been Asked

The question the entire EV conversation has systematically avoided is not what we should

drive, but why each human being needs to own a private vehicle at all, and what is the

incompleteness in us that the private pod is being recruited to fill.

This question is not asked because it threatens not just a purchasing decision but a self-

image, an aspiration, a definition of the good life. The car is not just a car; it is evidence of

arrival, of independence, of the right to take up space in the world on one's own terms. To

question the car is to question the self that needs it, and the ego will accept any modification

to its tools before it will accept that examination.

What has never been asked is whether the sealed pod itself is the problem whose solution it

claims to be. Not the engine inside it, but the logic of the thing: the necessity of each person

owning a private shell for their movement through the world. That question cannot be

answered by a lifecycle analysis, however precise, because it concerns not the machine but
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the one who cannot imagine living without it. And that one is you, the reader, not a generalised

consumer, not a demographic category, but you, with your own relationship to mobility, to

independence, to the freedom from dependence that the private vehicle provides. What is that

freedom, exactly? What does it protect you from? What would it cost you to find out?

Ask yourself honestly: is this conversation about reducing total emissions, or about

maintaining a certain trajectory of life with a cleaner story attached to it? If you own an

electric vehicle or are planning to buy one, notice what that question does to you. If the first

response is to reach for the lifecycle data, to cite grid decarbonisation projections, to explain

that Norway has demonstrated the model, notice that reaching. Genuine inquiry looks quietly

at what it finds. It is only the ego that feels exposed whose first instinct is to argue.

These are not rhetorical questions. They are the only questions that reach the actual problem.

The second variable in the equation, the one that determines whether the arithmetic works or

not, lives entirely in the answers to them. And those answers are not available in any

showroom, in any government subsidy scheme, in any grid decarbonisation projection. They

are available only in the kind of honest self-examination that the EV, by design, makes

unnecessary.

The technology will improve. The grid will decarbonise. The per-vehicle figures will fall further,

and those who have staked their environmental conscience on the battery will cite each

improvement as confirmation. None of it changes what has not been asked; it only makes the

not-asking more comfortable, more technically defensible, more elaborately self-justified.

This is how the ego responds to genuine crisis: it solves efficiently, ingeniously, at scale, and

leaves itself entirely untouched.

The engine changes. The fuel changes. The sticker on the number plate changes. The centre

from which all of it is driven, the restless, acquisitive, self-enclosed centre that needed the

car, needed the military, needed the house, needed the flight, needed the portfolio, does not

change at all. And it is that centre, not the combustion chamber, that is the crisis. It will not be

resolved by anything that leaves you untouched. And you know this. The question is only

whether that knowledge is something you can afford to stay with.

Acharya Prashant is a teacher and author whose work centres on self-inquiry and its

application to contemporary life.; views are personal
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