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	 This study analyzes how the story reveals hidden systems of control. It shows how modern economic system trick people into thinking they're making free choices, when they're actually being manipulated. The method in this research is using close reading approach as well as the triadic form of construction-deconstruction-reconstruction, it work by establishing themes and binary oppositions in a story first, then deconstruct it by flipping the binary oppositions, and then reconstruct it by creating a new interpretation of the story based from deconstructed binary oppositions and themes. The triadic analysis uncovers contradictions, where Pandora's myth attributes evil to divine forces, Matheson's story attributes it to a systems that tempt and make Norma, the main character, into thinking that she got a free will over her choice. This research concludes that Norma thinks she's making a real choice, just like Pandora gave in to curiosity. But the shocking ending shows she was never really in control, the system had already decided her fate. This exposes how those in power fake 'freedom' to keep people under their thumb.
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INTRODUCTION 
Richard Matheson's story Button, Button is a gripping exploration of moral dilemmas, desires, and the prices of human actions. First published in 1970, the story revolves around a mysterious box with a button, delivered to a couple with a chilling proposition: if they press the button, they will receive a financial reward, but somebody they don’t familiar with will be killed. This deceptively simple premise delves into the ethical dilemmas of greed, responsibility, and the value of human life, forcing readers to question what they might do in similar circumstances. Matheson’s taut, suspenseful storytelling and psychological depth make Button, Button a timeless and thought-provoking tale. This study aims to reconstruct this story into another interpretation using the deconstruction theory coined by the French Philosopher Jacques Derrida.
Button, Button serves as a narrative that exposes the darker side of human nature, our weakness to temptation, our inability to resist the unknown, and the catastrophic consequences of our choices. Norma, swayed by the temptations of financial gain, presses the button only to discover that her greed has cost her the life of her husband. This story functions as a mirror, reflecting the same unsettling truth: humans repeatedly fall into self-destructive patterns when faced with easy rewards. By analyzing this story, the research studies how the story functions as a critique of systemic predation—specifically, how it exposes the mechanisms by which neoliberal capitalism disguises coercion as free choice.
Mythology is a category of folklore made up mainly of stories that hold a crucial place in a society and is closely related to religion or spirituality and is the origin of taboos, norms, and laws that are sanctified or exalted by religious group entities (Deretic, 2020; Eliade, 1998; R Samuel, 2021). Mythological stories serve important functions within a culture, such as reinforcing social norms, explaining natural phenomena, and providing moral guidance. They help maintain social order by offering a shared framework through which members of a society understand their world and their place within it (Eliade, Myth and Reality, 1998). Pandora’s box is one of the many mythological stories.
The myth of Pandora’s box serves as a powerful metaphor for unintended consequences—while it unleashes chaos and suffering, it also exposes hidden truths. In Greek mythology, the gods presented Pandora (Earth’s first woman) with a sealed container holding the world’s evils, which escaped upon its opening (Athanassakis, 2022; DiSibio, 2021; Yokota, 2020). This duality mirrors modern scandals like the Pandora Papers (Scott, 2023), where leaked documents revealed covert financial schemes among global elites, including former UK Prime Minister Tony Blair. Like the mythical box, such exposures simultaneously disrupt systems and uncover concealed corruption.
The term "deconstruction" derives from the French "déconstruire", meaning "to dismantle" or "reverse the construction of something." While this literal sense implies breaking down structures, philosopher Jacques Derrida as in Sikirivwa (2020) redefined it as a critical method. This study adopts Derridean deconstruction as its theoretical lens, challenging the notion of stable, singular meanings in texts (Bressler, 2004). Instead, it reveals how narratives harbor contradictions and invite plural interpretations—a view echoed by Currie (2013), who emphasizes that texts resist fixed readings, instead offering fluid, often conflicting meanings.
The study uses deconstruction along with the triadic form of construction-deconstruction-reconstruction. The triadic form of construction-deconstruction-reconstruction is a dialectical framework often used in critical theory and poststructuralist thought to analyze and reinterpret knowledge, texts, or social structures. Construction refers to the formation of meaning, systems, or ideologies, while deconstruction—a concept popularized by Jacques Derrida—involves dismantling these structures to expose contradictions, biases, or instabilities within them. Finally, reconstruction entails reassembling or reimagining these elements in a more inclusive, reflexive, or transformative manner. This triad reflects a dynamic process of critique and renewal, emphasizing fluidity over fixed meanings (Yamb, 2024)
Several studies have examined Richard Matheson’s story Button, Button. Psychoanalysis of Norma’s Character in Button, Button by Richard Matheson (Syed, 2021) delves into and analyzes the thoughts of the character of Norma, the main protagonist of the story. Construction of Self and Post-Modern Consumerism in Richard Matheson's Button, Button (Ashraf, 2019) discusses the socio-economic reason behind Norma’s actions. Asmarani (2020) analyses the theme of free choices and its consequences. Anwar (2018) discusses the reasons behind Norma’s action, which was to fulfill Maslow’s five levels of needs. These studies have not analyzed the story using a deconstruction theory and attempt to reconstruct it into other interpretations, this study aims to fill that gap.
METHOD
    	This research employs a close reading approach as well as the triadic form of construction–deconstruction–reconstruction to reconstruct Richard Matheson’s short story Button, Button into another interpretation.
Close reading is a critical analytical approach that involves careful, sustained interpretation of a text to uncover deeper meanings, nuances, and structural elements. It emphasizes examining language, syntax, tone, imagery, and rhetorical devices to understand how a text conveys meaning beyond its surface level (Barry, 2017)
Construction refers to the process of establishing a text’s apparent meaning through identifiable structures—plot, themes, symbols, and cultural contexts. This phase aligns with New Criticism’s close reading (Brooks & Warren, 1938) or structuralist approaches (Barthes, 1966), which treat narratives as coherent systems of signs. For Button, Button, construction involves mapping its surface logic: the button as moral test, Norma’s choice as individual failing, and the twist as cosmic justice. As Bressler (2004) notes, construction "assembles a text’s explicit framework" but this is only the first layer—a stage later challenged by deconstruction.
Deconstruction, rooted in Jacques Derrida’s philosophy, exposes how texts undermine their own apparent logic by revealing internal contradictions. Derrida argued that Western thought relies on binary oppositions (e.g., free will/determinism, good/evil) that hierarchies privilege but texts inevitably destabilize (Of Grammatology, 2016). Applied to Button, Button, deconstruction dismantles the illusion of "choice" by showing how the story’s system (Mr. Steward’s and his orgar) predetermines Norma’s action while maintaining the veneer of agency. As Culler (2007) summarizes, deconstruction "reveals the text’s unconscious anxieties" —here, capitalism’s coercion masked as freedom.
Reconstruction, as theorized by Bressler (2004) and others, moves beyond critique to rebuild meaning by integrating deconstruction’s insights with historical, ideological or other contexts. Unlike construction’s stability or deconstruction’s rupture, reconstruction asks: What does the text now signify when read against its hidden tensions? For Button, Button, this means reframing it as a neoliberal parable where the button symbolizes illusion of free choice.
The triadic approach of construction-deconstruction-reconstruction proves particularly apt for analyzing both Button, Button and Pandora’s Box because it systematically uncovers the layered meanings embedded in mythological and modern narratives, revealing how ancient archetypes evolve to reflect contemporary anxieties. This triadic method not only traces how myths adapt across time but also exposes the hidden mechanisms of power—whether Olympian or neoliberal—that shape human agency, making it uniquely suited for analyzing narratives that mask systemic violence as moral fables. By progressing from surface meaning to systemic critique, the approach mirrors both stories’ own structures of revelation, where deeper truths emerge only after initial illusions are dismantled.
Here is how each phase works:
Construction
In this phase, the researchers identify and establish or build the framework, design, narrative, theory, or idea, such as the themes, characters, plot points, and structures in a story or this research to construct or establish the binary oppositions in the story. Construction is the act of mapping out the basic framework or design of the text or concepts, and sets the stage for deeper analysis.
Deconstruction
Derrida (1967) introduces deconstruction as a way to challenge the binary oppositions found in literary books. In this phase, the researcher examines and deconstructs the constructed framework, drawing from post-structuralist thought of Derrida’s deconstruction. In literary analysis, this might involve dismantling a text’s apparent structure, showing how themes, characters, or structures and binary oppositions that contradict themselves.  Deconstruction does not seek to destroy but to reveal complexity and multiplicity.
Reconstruction
[bookmark: _ace80qlwu3ke]Bressler (2004) stated that after deconstructing the previously established framework, narrative, idea, and binary opposition in a story, one must recognize or accept that texts can be understood in different ways or at different levels through the reversal of binary oppositions. He also stated that there are many interpretations of a story. Following deconstruction, this phase reconstructs the examined elements into a new understanding. Reconstruction does not restore the original framework but instead synthesizes the insights gained from deconstruction to propose alternative interpretations, models, or narratives. Unlike the initial construction, reconstruction remains open to further critique, embodying a dynamic process rather than a fixed conclusion.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
The triadic analysis of Button, Button reveals how these stories are reconfigured to critique modern systems of power. The construction phase established core parallels, the forbidden, that is, the object box/button, the tempter, that is, the gods/Mr. Steward, and the illusion of choice, highlighting enduring tensions between fate and free will (Blondell, 2013). Deconstruction, however, exposed critical divergences: Pandora’s myth externalizes evil as divine punishment, while Matheson’s story implicates capitalist structures that manufacture ethical compromise (Brouillette, 2020; Fisher, 2022). Norma’s tragic twist, her unwitting complicity in her husband’s death, demonstrates how oppression disguised as choice, a stark departure from Pandora’s narrative, where hope persists (Žižek, 2021). The reconstruction synthesizes these insights, framing both stories as warnings about engineered suffering, but with distinct resolutions: Pandora’s myth clings to hope as a counterforce, while Matheson’s nihilistic conclusion reflects contemporary anxieties about impersonal exploitation (Han, 2017; Latour, 2017). Ultimately, the triadic method underscores how both of the stories adapt to cultural shifts, with Button, Button serving as a 20th-century Pandora for an era of hidden systemic violence. 
[bookmark: _kj6inqt92ypj]Construction
The construction phase reveals fundamental binary oppositions in Button, Button—systemic authority vs. human agency—which structure their narratives as moral examinations of transgression and consequence. These oppositions are shaped by their distinct cultural contexts, Button, Button critiques postwar American capitalism’s illusion of choice.
The story’s 1960s backdrop is key to grasping its unfair structure. This era marked the height of postwar consumer culture—ads were everywhere, from TV to roadside billboards, training people to link shopping with fulfillment (Miller et al., 2018). Norma, like most Americans, was trapped in this showy spending spiral. Economist Thorstein Veblen (1992) called this "conspicuous consumption"—buying fancy things not for need, but to prove status and meet social expectations. By the 60s, this trend had become a powerful cultural machine (West, 2004), turning wants into inescapable demands.
“We could go to Europe... We could buy a cottage on the island" (Matheson, 1970, p. 7). Norma’s fantasies of luxury reveal how consumer capitalism stokes desire as a means of control. Her motivation to press the button stems not from inherent greed but from systemic conditioning—what Lauren Berlant (2011) calls "cruel optimism", where the promise of upward mobility masks structural barriers.
The plot device of the button in Richard Matheson's Button, Button serves as a powerful mechanism to explore the illusion of free will within a rigged system. The button unit, delivered by the mysterious Mr. Steward, presents itself as a simple choice—press the button to receive a financial reward at the cost of an unknown person's death—but ultimately functions as an elaborate trap designed to manipulate and expose human vulnerability. This device mirrors the mythological function of Pandora's box as a vessel of inevitable transgression, Norma's decision is engineered by socioeconomic forces that make her "choice" statistically predictable. The button's sleek, impersonal design "a small wooden box... with a button protected by a glass dome" (Matheson, 1970 p. 1)  embodies what Jean Baudrillard would call the "cold seduction" of technological objects—its aesthetic neutrality belying its destructive potential (Baudrillard, 1990).
The phrase "Pandora's box" symbolizes something that, once opened, unleashes significant problems or disasters, yet may also uncover hidden truths. According to Greek myth, the gods presented Pandora, the first woman on Earth, with this box as a gift. Inside it lay all the world's evils, which escaped when she lifted the lid (Athanassakis, 2022; DiSibio, 2021; Yokota, 2020). In the story, Norma, the main character, receives a push-button fastened to a wooden box covered in a clear glass dome (Matheson, 1970). This button can be represented in the same way as the box that Pandora received in the mythology.
Poverty is the condition of not having sufficient income or resources to meet fundamental living needs (Brady, 2023). Individuals experiencing poverty tend to focus on immediate rewards over long-term benefits, often engaging in risky financial behaviors such as taking out high-interest loans. This mindset stems from the "tunneling effect," where scarcity narrows attention to urgent needs, often at the expense of future consequences. Research has demonstrated that artificially induced scarcity in laboratory settings leads to the same poor decision-making patterns observed in real-life poverty. Additionally, chronic stress, common among those in poverty, negatively affects the prefrontal cortex, the brain region responsible for self-regulation and impulse control, further exacerbating these tendencies (Sheehy-Skeffington & Haushofer, 2015; Carvalho et al., 2018, 84-260; Haushoffer & Fehr, 2015, 862-867). Human beings are naturally social creatures who require meaningful connections with others to meet both personal and shared needs. These interactions play a vital role in overall well-being, fostering emotional, psychological, and social development. Engaging with others is not just a preference but a fundamental aspect of life that contributes to a person's growth and fulfillment (Prasetya & Thohiriyah, 2024, 161-172). Norma is depicted as a housewife set in the settings of 1960-1970s America, her family is not poor per se, but her dwelling is not very nicely furnished, so she wanted a new apartment “..Like for us to have a nicer apartment.." (Matheson, 1970). Her husband’s work didn't provide them with much income, so much so that she also had to work herself. Her family is not poor to the point of facing starvation or homelessness, but is not rich either that they can afford many luxuries in their life. This results in Norma having poor decision-making and a lack of self-control, wanting to afford a new, nicer apartment and other things.
The two stories share a key similarity, in Button, Button, the salesman anticipates Norma’s decision to press the button, as he hints at its potential benefits—"It could prove very valuable" (Matheson, 1970, p. 2).  In contrast, Pandora’s choice to open the box was predetermined by the gods, who designed her with inherent curiosity rather than offering an explicit reward. Despite this difference, both characters face temptation and the illusion of free will, though, in reality, their actions were almost inevitable, as they were destined to make their fateful choices. In contrast to Pandora’s situation, Norma was given a choice whether to push the button or not; the story was created in such a way that the salesman already knew that Norma would push the button.
Mr. Steward in Button, Button mirrors the gods of Greek myth, particularly in his role as an enigmatic orchestrator of moral tests. Like Zeus and Hermes, who crafted Pandora and her infamous box as a punishment for humanity’s defiance, Steward delivers a deceptively simple temptation—the button—fully aware of the destructive consequences it will unleash. Both figures operate with detached amusement, observing human weakness without direct intervention, allowing curiosity and greed to dictate the outcome. While the gods embedded Pandora with irresistible curiosity, Steward preys on Norma’s rationalizations, ensuring she makes the choice he anticipates. Neither acts out of malice, but rather as indifferent forces revealing humanity’s flaws—the gods through unleashed chaos, Steward through the cold mechanics of cause and effect. Ultimately, both serve as divine tricksters, proving that the greatest evils arise not from external forces but from the choices humans make when tested.
Deconstruction
To deconstruct these narratives, we must look beyond their obvious contradictions and question the hidden assumptions and power systems they rely on. Following Derrida’s approach, this means exposing how seemingly stable meanings—like "choice" or "justice"—are actually unstable, shaped by unseen forces (Derrida, 1976). For example, in Button, Button, the button appears to offer a simple yes/no decision, but deconstruction reveals how its design strips away real agency, trapping Norma in a false dilemma. Similarly, in Pandora’s Box, the myth frames curiosity as a flaw, but deconstructing Zeus’s role exposes how divine power enforces control by blaming the victim.
Post-structuralist critics like Barthes (1977) remind us that deconstruction isn’t just about pointing out contradictions—it’s about showing how texts quietly reinforce hierarchies. In Button, Button, Arthur’s moral outrage "It’s immoral!” (Matheson, 1970, p. 4)  seems heroic, but the system’s indifference to his protest reveals how responsibility is shifted onto individuals while the real power stays hidden. Likewise, Pandora’s "choice" to open the box is framed as disobedience, but deconstruction uncovers how the gods rigged the game from the start.
By focusing on these moments, deconstruction doesn’t just describe the stories—it exposes how they manipulate ideas of guilt, freedom, and blame. The button and the box aren’t just objects; they’re tools that let systems (corporate or divine) pretend to offer agency while ensuring control. This critical lens helps us see how myths and modern tales alike disguise power as fate or free will.
Reconstruction
The insights gained through deconstruction directly fuel reconstruction by exposing the hidden power dynamics and ideological tensions buried within the text. Where deconstruction dismantles the illusion of fixed meanings—revealing, for instance, how "free choice" in Button, Button is actually constrained by neoliberal systems—reconstruction reassembles these fragments into sharper critical frameworks. By integrating Derrida’s destabilizing revelations with materialist theory e.g., Fisher’s analysis of late-capitalist coercion, reconstruction reframes the button not as a neutral object but as a predatory mechanism (Thaler & Sunstein, 2021), embedding critique within the text’s own contradictions. This synthesis generates new models: Pandora’s myth, once deconstructed as divine scapegoating, can be reconstructed as a prototype for modern systems that disguise structural violence as individual failing. Thus, reconstruction transforms deconstruction’s ruptures into tools for rethinking agency, responsibility, and resistance—not as abstract concepts, but as contested battlegrounds within narrative and ideology.
When we piece these stories back together with new understanding, they become more than just warnings, they reflect deeper truths about power, ethics, and human nature. Pandora’s Box and Button, Button both explore the consequences of temptation, but their real meaning shifts when we see them as stories about who controls the rules of the game. Pandora was not just a curious woman, she was a pawn in Zeus’ punishment of humanity. Norma was not just greedy, she was trapped in a rigged experiment where pressing the button was the only way the story could end. 
Reconstructing these tales lets us ask bigger questions: What if Pandora’s box was not just about evil, but about the unavoidable risks of knowledge? What if Norma’s choice was not just selfish, but a commentary on how capitalism forces impossible decisions? The stories take on new life when we see them as mirrors of society, not just fables about personal weakness. Maybe hope stayed in Pandora’s box because suffering alone is not the whole story. Berlant’s (2011) concept of “cruel optimism” explains that people hold on to hope that ultimately hurt them in the end not because they choose to, but because the current system that we live in forces us, maybe Norma’s tragedy is not that she pressed the button, but that the system made her think she had a choice to grasp her happiness that is impossible for her and her husband to attain, therefore leave her no choice but to push the button and ultimately doom her husband at the end.
In the end, these reconstructed stories remind us that the real danger is not curiosity or even selfishness, it is the unseen forces that shape our choices before we ever make them. The box and the button are still powerful symbols, but now they stand for something deeper: the way power hides behind stories, letting individuals take the blame while the true architects of suffering stay in the shadows. (Latour, 2017; Mbembe, 2020)
Rigged System Reconstruction
The deconstruction and reconstruction of Richard Matheson's Button, Button reveals a far more insidious interpretation of the story—one that shifts blame from Norma's individual morality to the predatory systems manipulating her. On the surface, the narrative frames Norma as greedy or selfish for pushing the button, but the truth is far more unsettling: Mr. Steward's organization knew she would press it all along because the entire experiment was designed to exploit people trapped in America's consumerist machine.
The 1960s setting is crucial to understanding this rigged system. This was the peak of postwar consumer capitalism, where advertising saturated daily life—from television commercials to billboards, conditioning people to equate happiness with consumption (Miller et al., 2018). Norma, like many Americans, was caught in this cycle of conspicuous consumption, a term coined by economist Thorstein Veblen (1992) to describe how people buy luxury goods not out of necessity, but to signal status and keep up with societal pressures. By the 1960s, this had evolved into a relentless cultural force (West, 2004), making desire inescapable, especially for working-class women like Norma, who were constantly told they needed more but lacked the means to attain it.
Mr. Steward’s button offer wasn’t just a test of morality; it was a trap set by the same system that bombarded Norma with ads. His organization preyed on her economic vulnerability, offering a Faustian bargain that appeared to solve her financial struggles while ensuring her downfall. The cruel irony—that the "unknown" victim was her husband—mirrors how capitalism often makes the working class unknowingly harm themselves in pursuit of illusory prosperity (Fisher, 2009).
In this reconstruction, Norma is not the villain but a victim of engineered desperation. The real evil lies not in her choice, but in the system that made pressing the button the only seemingly viable option. Just as Pandora was Zeus’ pawn, Norma was a casualty of a rigged economic game—one where the powerful (Mr. Steward’s organization) always win, and the marginalized (Norma and Arthur) pay the price.
[bookmark: _abcnfmfohvyx]The reconstructed alternative meaning hinges on this divergence; Pandora’s act is a cosmic inevitability, while Norma’s is a systemic inevitability. Zeus designs Pandora to fail, but his punishment is overt; Mr. Steward’s experiment, however, mimics capitalism’s false meritocracy, where Norma’s "choice" is statistically guaranteed by her socioeconomic position (Brouillette, 2020). This difference reflects modernity’s shift from mythic fatalism to engineered precarity—what Mbembe (2019) terms "necropolitical arithmetic," where systems predetermine victims while maintaining the illusion of choice.

CONCLUSION
The triadic analysis—construction, deconstruction, and reconstruction—reveals how texts like Button, Button and Pandora’s myth function as dynamic sites of ideological negotiation. By first mapping their surface narratives, then destabilizing their binary oppositions (e.g., agency vs. systems), and finally reconstructing their latent critiques of power, this approach demonstrates how literature both reflects and contests dominant structures. The study contributes to literary studies by bridging post-structuralist critique (Derrida) with materialist theory (Fisher, Thaler & Sunstein), offering a replicable framework to analyze how myths adapt across eras to legitimize or challenge oppression. Future research could apply this triad to other "rigged choice" narratives—from dystopian fiction to corporate allegories—or explore its pedagogical potential in teaching critical literacy. Ultimately, this method affirms that texts are not static artifacts but battlegrounds where meaning is continually unmade and remade. Deconstruction, however, exposes deeper contradictions. While Pandora's myth externalizes evil as divine retribution, Button, Button internalizes it within systemic manipulation, where economic desperation (the $50,000 reward) replaces cosmic punishment. Norma's "choice" mirrors Pandora's curiosity, yet Matheson's twist - revealing she was always the intended victim - collapses the illusion of free will, exposing how power disguises control as freedom.
The reconstruction phase fundamentally transforms our understanding of both narratives. Where traditional readings stop at individual moral failure (Norma's greed), reconstruction reveals the architectural violence underlying both stories. Norma's button-pushing emerges not as a personal failing but as the inevitable outcome of what Fisher (2022) terms "capitalist realism" - a system that manufactures desperation while maintaining the fiction of choice. This reconstructed view exposes how both stories serve as allegories for systemic predation, whether through divine will (Pandora) or economic coercion (Norma), the true architects of suffering remain hidden while their victims bear both the consequences and the blame.
[bookmark: _ppcypmfybdh0]Matheson critiques a world where economic desperation manipulates people into complicity with violence. The button exemplifies how power operates not through overt force but by designing illusions of agency. Ultimately, the story urges vigilance, what masquerades as personal responsibility may be systemic predation, and moral clarity demands questioning who benefits from the choices we’re offered. True autonomy begins by recognizing and resisting the hidden hands that shape our decisions.
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