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Water Scarcity And its Impact on Ecosystem in Jim Crace’s Arcadia 
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Abstract 

Jim Crace’s Arcadia portrays the effects of water scarcity on the ecosystem of a secluded, dry 

community by emphasizing its vulnerability, the severity of the natural environment, and the rise of age-old, 

cyclical patterns of existence and demise. The novel employs a post-pastoral narrative to explore the 

connection between humanity and nature amid environmental transformations, with water scarcity serving 

as a crucial element that influences both the landscape and the inhabitants’ fight for survival.  

This paper observes environmental challenges through the lens of urban expansion and the decline of 

traditional lifestyles in Jim Crace’s Arcadia. The story revolves around Victor; an ageing protagonist reared 

in an open-air vegetable market - a local who represents a stronger connection to nature and a plain way of 

life. Victor’s decision to replace the market with a modern glass-and-concrete retail mall called Arcadia 

reflects a shift towards an artificial and consumer-oriented environment that ignores history and the natural 

world. This transformation causes environmental stress by destroying natural habitats and resources in 

favour of urbanisation and economic development. The demolition of the market and subsequent 

construction of the mall highlight the relocation of indigenous populations and the extinction of local 

livelihoods. 

Key words :Water scarcity, ecosystem, environmental changes, loss of natural habitats and resources. 

 

Introduction 

In Jim Crace's Arcadia, the story explores the tension between the enduring nature of the vegetable 

market and the relentless changes brought about by human endeavours and desires, especially, through the 

character of Victor, who converts the market into a contemporary shopping centre. The market itself signifies 

a sense of stability, embodying a traditional environment with its unique rhythms and relationships. In 

contrast, Victor embodies the desire for human evolution, motivated by ambition and a longing to make a 

lasting impression on the city. Victor, the central character, represents the aspiration for advancement and 

change. He is a self-made millionaire determined to revamp the market, ultimately substituting it with a 

modern shopping centre. His endeavours underscore the human potential for transformation and the ambition 

to create a lasting legacy. The novel illustrates the struggle between these two conflicting forces: the 

enduring characteristics of the market and Victor’s yearning for change. This struggle generates tension and 

drama as Victor’s ideals confront the established customs of the market. The alterations initiated by Victor 

influence the lives of numerous characters associated with the market, leading to both beneficial and 

detrimental outcomes. Some welcome the new possibilities, while others lament the disappearance of the 

traditional and familiar. Ultimately, the novel explores the themes of loss and transformation as the 

marketplace transitions into the shopping centre. It provokes inquiries regarding the essence of progress and 

the cost of change. 

Water Scarcity in Arcadia 

The novel illustrates a region experiencing a lack of water resources, where the natural supply is 

inadequate to satisfy the needs of both the inhabitants and the ecosystem. Crace establishes a backdrop in 

which water is a valuable and limited resource, compelling life to maintain a fragile equilibrium with its 

surroundings. The narrative delves into how scarcity reveals an age-old, recognizable pattern of natural 

cycles, highlighting the severe truths of the natural world and the possibility for something primal to arise 

from scarcity. 

Crace’s Arcadia delves into the life of an urban individual influenced by the stories of his rural 

upbringing. Victor, referred to as the Vegetable King, began his journey by selling eggs in the marketplace at 

mailto:prabhapatil21@gmail.com


Waterful to Waterless (जलसमदृ्धीकडून जल अभावाकडे)   
Special Issue 

No.151 
 

Aayushi International Interdisciplinary Research Journal (ISSN 2349-638x)  
Impact Factor 8.379   Peer Reviewed Journal        www.aiirjournal.com     

 

171 

 

the young age of seven; now, as a prosperous octogenarian, he chooses to convert the open-air market into an 

extravagant glass-enclosed establishment. This encapsulates the core of the narrative; Crace intentionally 

steers clear of conventional plotlines (such as a rags-to-riches story or corporate intrigue) to concentrate on 

his own entirely plausible universe, which is distinctly contemporary yet geographically indistinct—a city 

rooted in medieval English heritage while depending on American-style highways. Its two main features are 

Big Vic (the towering skyscraper where the frail and reserved Victor lives alone) and the Soap Market, 

where the soapies (vendors of fruits and vegetables) forge a link between urban and rural existence, 

bestowing “the blessing of the multitude” with as much fervor as the residents of Gershwin’s Catfish Row. 

Moreover, it is at this market where Victor's mother, Em, a newcomer from the countryside, once begged for 

alms, with Victor consistently by her side, as Em transformed her harsh rural past into an “inseled paradise,” 

passing this aspiration onto Victor, who will ultimately share it with the entire city as Arcadia, his vibrant 

new marketplace. 

Crace omits the roughly seventy years that pass between Victor’s initial venture as a young trader and 

his current stature, instead focusing on the conflict between Victor and his chief assistant, Rook, who is 

dismissed for accepting bribes from the soapies; however, this conflict, along with Rook’s grim fate, is 

ultimately secondary to the rise of Arcadia—the novel’s climactic moment—and Crace’s opportunity to 

present a somewhat clichéd critique of shopping malls. The story also explores issues of exploitation and 

greed, as Victor's desire for wealth and influence drives disastrous environmental changes. The Soap 

Market’s colourful and sustainable lifestyle stands in sharp contrast to the country's lack of achievements. 

“towers of potatoes, conifers of oranges, trembling with every passer-by. The makeshift market 

flourishes on noise and filth and rain. It would even flourish –and it does- on poetry. 'All life is here,' 

according to the market chauvinists, a claim no one would make for Arcadia, with its policed doors, its 

creed of safety from the streets… (Crace, 1992, p. 372). 

 

Nature as a Silent Witness 

In Arcadia, the role of nature as a “witness” is muted due to its prior domestication and alteration. 

Victor’s carefully cultivated Eden in Arcadia overlooks the changing city, subtly emphasizing the contrast 

between idealized nature and the tumultuous human landscape below. It “observes” the market's 

displacement but neither opposes nor resists its evolution into a commercial spectacle. Delicate references to 

seasonal changes gently juxtapose the artificiality of the Arcadia project. Nature continues its rhythm in spite 

of urban redevelopment, serving as a reminder of what lies beyond human dominion. Small traces of wild 

nature (weeds, animals, dirt) endure in the city’s nooks, quietly attesting to what once thrived — the lasting 

memory of a pre-Arcadia existence. Therefore, nature in Arcadia acts as a repository of memories — it does 

not intervene, yet it keeps an unspoken record of what is being lost, much like a bystander witnessing history 

being rewritten. 

In Jim Crace’s Arcadia, nature functions as a silent observer of human actions and ambitions, 

contrasting sharply with humanity’s attempts to control, preserve, or ‘fix’ the natural world. The novel 

utilizes nature as both a backdrop and a symbol for broader themes of utopia, decay, and the human 

experience, with its organic processes (growth, decay) offering a silent yet powerful commentary on the 

fleeting and often destructive nature of human pursuits. While the characters, particularly Rook, engage in 

utopian-style agricultural endeavours, nature itself provides the authentic, unchanging rhythm of life and 

death, an organic reality that overshadows their artificial constructs. The narrative unfolds within a carefully 

designed urban environment, where the absence of genuine nature highlights the artificiality of the human-

made surroundings and the inherent “wound” of the city, contrasting with the restorative power of the natural 

world. 

Nature does not engage actively but serves as a perpetual observer of the human experience. It 

continues its own cycles of life and death, with its processes occurring regardless of human desires. The 

biological functions of nature—growth, decay, and renewal—provide a quiet yet significant commentary on 

humanity's battle with time, memory, and mortality. From an ecocritical viewpoint, the novel can be seen as 
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a contemplation of humanity's influence on the environment and the frequently ignored strength of the 

natural world amidst human supremacy. The portrayal of nature as a remote, idealized, and unchanging 

entity presents a subtle critique of the romanticized human notions of ‘paradise’ or the flawless society. 

Impact on the Ecosystem 

 The restricted availability of water renders the ecosystem fundamentally delicate, with every facet of 

life reliant on this vital resource. The story examines the complex interplay between the human population 

and the non-human components of the ecosystem, illustrating their mutual reliance on the environment's 

scarce resources. Water shortage causes important changes within the ecosystem, altering the kinds of plants 

and animals that can live as well as the general balance of the environment. 

In Jim Crace’s Arcadia, the idea of the “market as an ecosystem” exemplifies the chaotic, organic, 

and vital traits of the original Soap Garden market. This stands in stark contrast to the sterile, 

commercialized, and ultimately lifeless atmosphere of the planned “Arcadia” development. The market, 

initially a venue for fruit and vegetable vendors known as the Soap Garden, is characterized by its vibrant 

chaos and the raw, unrefined life it fosters. It functions as a true “ecosystem,” where individuals and 

businesses interact in a dynamic and sometimes cunning manner, similar to various organisms in a natural 

habitat. Despite its impoverished condition, the market acts as a site of genuine, albeit harsh, reality, 

symbolizing the “indelible mark” the city has left on Victor. Victor’s aspiration to build a new, modern, 

glass-enclosed marketplace, named Arcadia, aims to impose order and luxury, yet ultimately strips it of its 

intrinsic vitality. The new Arcadia embodies an attempt to create a controlled and sanitized version of the 

market, a “paved paradise” that sacrifices the very essence of the old market in favor of “cleanliness” and 

“luxury.” By seeking to "pave over" the natural processes and “chaos” of the market, Victor essentially 

intends to control and eradicate the ecosystem from which he emerged, a theme that highlights the corrupting 

influence of wealth and sophistication on human existence. The establishment of the sterile Arcadia signifies 

a victory for commerce and control over the organic, chaotic nature of the original market. 

In Arcadia, the main character attempts to impose a meticulously managed, artificial depiction of 

nature—a retail mall dubbed Arcadia—on an existing society, hoping to alter social relationships and 

commercialise public places. This attempt to govern nature and human connections through a commodified 

environment eventually fails, since "heterogeneous, transgressive, and resistant forces/spaces can never be 

completely silenced and suppressed." Victor's final victory, Arcadia (301), bears similarities with his 

mother's idealised environment. The framework and glass structure create predictability and order, mirroring 

his mother's vision: 

“I’m in a tree-house made of glass. On two sides there is stretched netting screening off the market 

concourses below. The netting supports creepers, cycads, vines. They are the building’s drapery. They 

grow from elevated beds, together with other hot-house plants such as philodendrons and spider plants 

which can breathe and neutralize the atmosphere. It is their task – for nothing here is idle or unplanned – 

to filter from the air the carbon monoxide, the benzene and the formaldehyde; the fumes and vapors, the 

leakages and pungencies of Arcadia. (Crace, 1992, p. 298) 

 

Conclusions 

Arcadia falls under the post-pastoral genre, which deconstructs traditional pastoral ideals and 

analyses communities adapting to changing landscapes and social conditions. By depicting a community 

grappling with water scarcity, the novel provides a critical perspective on modern environmental challenges 

and the future dynamics between humans and nature. The novel employs the catastrophic event of water 

scarcity to envision what a significant transformation in the human connection with the natural world could 

entail, proposing new co-evolutionary pathways for humanity and nature. 
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