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A Skeletal Pattern in the Infrequent Lamplights: Hints of Life in “The Pedestrian” 

Ray Bradbury’s short story “The Pedestrian” paints bleak portrait of our near future. At 

the beginning of the story, we are introduced to Leonard Mead, the protagonist, who is enjoying 

a quiet walk in his neighbourhood. The reader becomes quickly aware that all is not right in this 

dark and lifeless city. It becomes apparent that Mead is alone in this desolate landscape while 

everyone else seems to be locked away in their houses, hypnotized by their televisions. In this 

way, Mead is the only living thing in a world that has become mired in a technological nightmare. 

Throughout the story, Bradbury plays with the contrast between the organic and the artificial. By 

observing how Bradbury describes the city, its houses, its people, and its cars, we can see that the 

juxtaposition between nature and technology reveals a trace of hopefulness in this largely dark 

story. 

 Bradbury intertwines a natural element in his description of the city’s architecture, which 

highlights the hope that Mead’s lonely walk embodies. At one point, Mead comes to “a clover-

leaf intersection” of two main highways that “were like streams in a dry season” (601). After he 

is arrested, the police car “moved down the empty riverbed streets” (604). These seemingly 

contrasting images suggest that even the most artificial of constructions are based on patterns 

that have long existed in nature. The author’s use of metaphor and simile here also reminds us 

that before all of this concrete and asphalt dominated the landscape, there were things that were 

alive and growing. In a similar way, the story puts forward the idea that nature is, slowly and 
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subtly, fighting back against the oppression of technology. The sidewalks in this city are uneven 

because “The cement was vanishing under flowers and grass” (601). This image implies that 

though the natural element of the city has been long neglected, its resiliency will ensure that it 

cannot remain subdued forever. Nobody has planted flowers or grass under the sidewalks—here 

nature is fighting back simply because the architecture of the city has been long neglected. In this 

way, Mead can be equated to the vegetation pushing through the cracks in the sidewalk. He 

represents the stubbornness of nature, as well as its irrepressibility.  

          A look inside the houses that Mead passes, as well, demonstrates flashes of optimism 

among this dreary landscape. Although Bradbury describes the houses as “tomb-like”, he 

concedes that “the faintest glimmers of firefly light appeared in flickers behind the windows” 

(600). The metaphor of “firefly light” is another juxtaposition between technology and nature 

that suggests a subtle hint of life inside this otherwise dead city. It is reasonable to assume that 

Mead himself represents a glimmer of home in this otherwise lifeless setting. After all, when he 

is arrested, the police car “flashed a fierce cone of light upon him” (601). In another reference to 

Mead’s animal nature showing through, he is compared to a “night moth” while underneath the 

flashlight’s gleam (601). Furthermore, while Mead is in the police car, he passes his house, 

which “had all of its electric lights brightly lit, every window a loud yellow illumination, square 

and warm in the cool darkness” (604). The fact that each of his windows is described as a “loud 

yellow illumination” contrasts with the overwhelming silence of the streets. His warm and 

illuminated windows highlight how much he stands out in this world of “cool darkness.” 

Bradbury uses a mix of visual, auditory, and tactile imagery to subtly imply how Mead 

symbolizes light and warmth, which are essential for all life, among all this cold lifelessness. 
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  The figurative language that Bradbury uses to describe people also hints at the potential 

for positivity inside this frightening future landscape. The way Bradbury contrasts Mead with the 

setting demonstrates this hope: “The street was silent and long and empty, with only his shadow 

moving like the shadow of a hawk in midcountry” (601). A hawk is a symbol of light, thereby 

deepening the association of Mead as beacon of hope (Symbolism Wiki). The fact that his 

shadow is compared to a hawk could be implying that his influence over this unfortunate world 

will extend even beyond his physical actions. Later on in the story, in another conflation of the 

animal and the artificial, cars are associated with insects: “During the day [the highway] was a 

thunderous surge of cars, the gas stations open, a great insect rustling and a ceaseless jockeying 

for position as the scarab-beetles…skimmed homeward” (601). Here is further example of a 

technological invention being influenced by the patterns in nature, and emphasizes another 

important theme in this story. People are, after all, animals, and their animal natures can only be 

suppressed for so long. Like the flowers and grass takes over the sidewalk, primal instincts 

cannot be suppressed forever. They find ways to escape. Mead taking a leisurely stroll on a cold 

autumn evening is symbolic of the strength of natural human tendencies. 

         The contrast that Bradbury presents between nature and technology serves to create a sense 

of hopefulness in this otherwise bleak tale. The fact that the city’s architecture is compared to 

elements in nature, and is being somewhat overtaken by nature, makes the reader consider that 

there may be a brighter future ahead. The light flickering in the houses reinforce the idea that 

Mead is somehow symbolic of this brighter future. Finally, the identification with Mead himself, 

and the city’s cars, with animals crystallizes this sense of potential redemption. The message is 

clear: if there is hope for happiness in an increasingly technological world, it lies in those who 
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are brave enough to leave their televisions at home, and abandon themselves to their more animal 

instincts. 
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