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“At the supermarket” - An essay on ethics and iniquities 

By Prisca Rees 

 

“Literally, a 20 something who gets called an idiot over and over at Starbucks has a 

better handle on their emotions than an armed police officer who is trained for these 

situations.” –found on Twitter, June 2020 

I believe our grocery stores to be the unrecognised centre of our social and cultural system. 

When we think of situational thresholds that require our internal and behavioural 

acclimatisation, we think, for example, of entering a church, a temple or a graveyard and the 

like. Essentially, we cannot behave ordinarily once we have entered its ambiance. Before 

intruding, we have, to help myself with the words of Victor Turner, a liminal experience that 

marks the transformation of the state of mind and status. In aforementioned examples, we 

transform into respectful visitors, mostly turn quiet, and are fully aware of our status as guest, 

as subordinated. Extending this idea to the realm of work, the employer almost feels sublime, 

the employee somehow degraded, entering their workplace. Although quite possibly not 

considered by Turner, I have come to look at the practice of entering a supermarket in this way. 

Have you ever taken the time and really looked at the people who are buying groceries next to 

you? In what way do they behave? Let us visit my ordinary local supermarket and examine 

some of the humans that are present. Today, however, we are merely visiting the store as 

disembodied observers.  

It is early in the morning and the last entry door is just now being unlocked by the early shift – 

security guard. Allegorically, the beginning of the day is announced by the switching of the 

light above the cashier´s desk from red to green. The middle-aged, dark- haired cashier stifles 

a yawn whilst adjusting the height of the seat. She softly kicks aside the footstep still placed 

underneath it. Someone short, probably Becky, must have sat there yesterday evening. The 

woman, you will people call her Hannah, loves morning shifts because she usually can enjoy a 

few quiet moments before the first rush; people doing their shopping before work. And, as we 

can see, today she seems to be in luck. However, three people have already been eagerly waiting 

for the doors to open. It is worth mentioning that they have been doing so every morning for 

the past three to five years. “Good morning!”, Hannah familiarly greets the old man entering 

the store first. Clearly, she has been working here for just as long, if not longer. This morning, 

however, something causes the man to halt in front of her till. “All alone today?”, he asks 

pointing to the three vacant desks around hers. “Well, you know I am always ready to raise to 



2 
 

the challenge, Sir.” The regular chuckles and moves along. Let us follow him for the moment 

and come back to Hannah in a bit.  

Ben loves his routine. Every morning he enters this store and feels at home. He knows most 

employees and loves meeting the new ones. His old bones allow him only so much physical 

activity and, therefore, he relishes every step of the way through the store. His wife had died a 

few years back and his daughter was on some spiritual safari-trip in Namibia. He is alone. But 

not in the morning, not here. What does he need today? Right, he wanted to buy his newspaper 

and he needed his milk. Turning right, he sees that his favourite staff member is responsible for 

the newspaper section today. “Good morning Mark! How are you today?” Mark immediately 

turns around greeting him. “Hello! To be honest, I am quite tired. How are you?” Mark is a law 

student and works twenty hours a week, just barely scraping through. “You are such a hard 

worker! I am good thank you. Can I get today´s paper?” Mark hands him today´s edition, 

knowing which paper his favourite customer reads. He does not love his job, but he is good at 

it. He is good with people. Strikingly, he is always smiling. “So good to see a happy face!” was 

the most common comment he got when he worked here. To him, it was his job to look pleased 

with his occupation. It was good money and, as mentioned, he liked people. Mark has taught 

Ben a lot about the work of a cashier. Everyone is familiar with the problem when the conveyor 

belt moves along too fast and you are still placing your items on it, or when it stumbles, and 

your bottles fall flat. Before Mark, Ben would never have expected that this was due to a light 

barrier at the front of the belt, not the manual operation of the cashier. Furthermore, he had 

always placed his bottles the wrong way. Turns out you need to put them on the belt vertically 

for them not to roll away. Simple things, and Mark was kind enough to explain them to an old 

man instead of assuming it as a matter of course. They exchange the common goodbyes “Have 

a lovely day, Sir!” “You too. And please start calling me Ben” and the old man moves along.  

Do you remember when Ben noticed the unoccupied desks next to the cashier Hannah? Heading 

for the milk, he now realises that one of those desks is no longer vacant. A woman, maybe ten 

years younger than him, is now sitting there and waiting for her first customer. Her name is 

Margaret, but Ben does not know this. He does not like her. In his opinion, she is a bad worker; 

mean, sloppy and uninspired - never in the mood to chat. In fact, Margaret works more than 40 

hours a week sitting at the cashier´s desk. Living nearby, she was called twenty minutes ago 

after someone else had overslept and missed the beginning of the shift. She was always called, 

always working. I have no further explanation for her terrible mood. As a customer, I am 

personally frustrated by people who have such a hostile attitude. Politeness and civility are the 
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pillars our social encounters stand on. How many times in your life have you been surprised by 

the unfriendliness of supermarket staff`? You simply quit going to a store if the employees are 

rude. Hence, retail workers are expected to positively reflect on their employer and trade name. 

However, you never know what is going on in someone´s life. People like Margaret are 

switching on a certain numbness entering their workplace. They are neither fully present nor 

engaged. They are simply working.  

Thanks to people like Margaret, cashiers have a bad reputation. Many customers treat them as 

though they are of a different, subordinated, species. Furthermore, it is usually not a job people 

dream of. It is shaped by necessity, hopelessness, and banality. Apparently, this makes people 

feel superior to the people executing it. Retroactively, this makes cashiers less motivated and 

polite. However, the current epidemic, Covid-19, has uncovered the undervalued importance of 

their work. For the first time, customers expressed gratitude and even called them heroes. 

Unfortunately, like any modern-day hype, this appreciation is gradually dissolving and 

forgotten. It was nice for as long as it lasted.  

Meanwhile, Ben has already fetched his milk and is now next in line at Hannah´s till. The 

customer in front of him, a young woman, is politely putting the separation bar behind her 

groceries and Ben thanks her for it. In fact, most people are friendly and kind when you think 

of it. Hannah often wonders why the human mind is designed in a way that it perfectly 

remembers all the bad encounters, but rarely the good ones. Yes, she can remember that she 

had lovely talks, nice people, but she can recount every detail of those times when customers 

were just idiotic and mean. Hannah is often saddened by customers rushing through. Not by 

people who are in actual hurry, but those who do not even care to say “hello” or “goodbye”. 

Have you, for example, ever realised that you feel impatient having entered a store? You just 

want to get what you came for. Waiting in line feels like torture. You want to move on doing 

something more meaningful than buying groceries. The place itself hardly means anything to 

you, but it means the world to Hannah. She has been working here for ten years. She has two 

children and absolutely loved going back to work after her parental leave. Most of all, she 

appreciates having a large group of regulars, people she barely knows but somehow feels 

connected to. These are the things she takes with her at the end of each shift – the good. She 

used to worry about everything, but time has taught her to filter the negativity of the job. When 

Ben pays for his two items, she thoughtfully asks him about his daughter and is genuinely 

pleased to hear that she is doing perfectly fine. Ben says his farewells and leaves the store 

smiling. He has no other plans for today.  
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The rest of the morning remains rather quiet. Except for Ryan, the one who overslept, coming 

in an hour late, handing in his notice.  Whilst Hannah is not sorry for the loss, as it has not been 

the first time Ryan was unreliable, Margaret only sees the number of employees declining, and 

she rightfully suspects her hours of work to increase. In the early afternoon, however, we can 

witness a rather disturbing scene in the row of the bakery products where a young shop assistant 

and a middle-aged man are standing in front of the shelf. Apparently, the impatient customer 

has asked a question, because we can hear the woman explain: „I am really sorry, but I have 

showed you all the kinds of porridge we have to offer. Are you sure you have seen this brand 

here before? Sadly, our chain does not have a standardised choice of products. Maybe you have 

seen it in another store.” As a response, a deprecative wave of the hand is followed by the 

following words: “Well you are clearly useless, so you can just leave.” Any other day, Rosita 

would have tried to force a smile and probably would have left feeling deeply disappointed by 

this man´s insolence. Today, however, Rosita had no tolerance for this kind of impertinence. 

What was it this time? In his opinion, was she too young to know her way around the store, too 

pretty, or was she just too female? Probably all of them together topped off with the fact that 

she was foreign. “Sir, I do know what I am talking about and you will not find your product 

here. There is no reason for you to wreak your bad mood on me, thank you. Have a good day.” 

Instantly, Rosita is overwhelmed with a mixture of guilt and pride. It was a waste of energy 

arguing with that man. Has she made a mistake? Was his brand of porridge somewhere in these 

rows and she does not know it? Nevertheless, it was her right to stand up for herself. No one 

should be treated like scum.  

Some might think rude customers are not worth being upset about. “Do not waste your energy 

and time”. This is a quite healthy and favourable attitude but far easier for superiors to adopt. 

Coming to work, to people like Rosita, always feels like preparing for war, armed with nothing 

but the own daily ration of dignity. On good days, she will feel like a veteran having won the 

battle. Usually, however, she leaves work as a wounded soldier with nothing but the endless 

war in her head. The expectation of stepping over that threshold to the outer world after work 

is her life raft. 

It is indeed debatable if Rosita´s job requires her to remain friendly and restrained no matter 

what lack of manners she encounters. Again – politeness and civility. Are the customers´ 

rudeness and insults “occupational hazard” or does she have a right to contradict? In my humble 

opinion, no one is paid to endure insults.  
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People are imperfect. No need to scream at your cashier when he or she makes a mistake. No 

need to shame an overstrained mother struggling to keep her children in check. Why not simply 

say: “No worries! You are doing a great job!”? And if you do not care to make someone feel 

good, why bother making it worse? Our culture values uniformity more than justice and it is 

hard to publicly speak up. I, personally, shy away from confrontation. We need to retrain 

ourselves. I am not talking about fighting every fight and interfering without context. Usually, 

the simple question “Why are you so unkind?” is enough to make a person realise the way they 

are acting is wrong. I am sure, you who are reading this are not one of those people. Therefore, 

I am asking you to speak up with me. The next time at the store, I am going to be the person 

Rosita needs. I am not going to enter the store taking everything for granted. I am going to let 

Hannah feel appreciated for making the effort. I am going to wish Margaret a good day no 

matter how detached she appears to be. I am going to let Ben enjoy his time talking to the staff, 

even though it means that I have to wait a bit longer. I am going to confront people with their 

unkindness. I am going to break the cycle that has dictated my silence for too long. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


