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Draft: Mutuality vs Freedom: Competing moral panics in the UK debate over the wearing 
of masks during the pandemic. 

 

 

 

Masks: the ‘stark divide’ 

On 18 August 2021, after over a year of different measures to combat and contain the 
Covid-19 pandemic in England1, the vast majority of Covid restrictions had been lifted, and 
members of parliament (MPs) were recalled to the House of Commons to debate the 
deteriorating situation in Afghanistan2. Since the beginning of the pandemic, MPs had been 
attending the chamber either in a socially distanced way, or via proxy or video link, and 
these ‘temporary’ arrangements had continually been extended until the recess in July 
2021. 

This first post- (supposedly) pandemic meeting of MPs was notable for the way in which 
opposition MPs were almost entirely wearing masks, while the government benches were 
largely mask-free. One Daily Telegraph columnist suggested that this illustrated a ‘stark 
divide’ in wider society which represented not just personal decisions about health matters, 
but a political gulf in perspective on the efficacy and social meaning of masks (Mcdonagh, 19 
August 2021). The Telegraph illustrated the article with an image of blue-tinged MPs sitting 
largely unmasked, contrasted (across a ‘torn paper’ graphic) with red-filtered opposition 
MPs all wearing masks. This chapter will investigate this ‘stark divide’ via analysis of the 
mediated construction of two alternative moral discourses which can be understood as 
competing moral panics. 

 

Introduction 

The emergence of Covid-19 led to different kinds of social restrictions being imposed in 
different parts of the world at different times. In the UK, the lockdown of March 2020 was 

 
1 This chapter will focus on England rather than the UK due to the extent to which devolved powers in 
Scotland, Wales, and other parts of the UK meant that they were to some extent able to set their own paths in 
terms of public health responses. 
2 Following a February agreement to withdraw US and allied forces from Afghanistan, the Taliban took 
immediate control of the country, and there was concern that the UK’s evacuation had been poorly organised, 
leaving behind many Afghans who had been supporting the UK’s role in the country (Nevett, 2022). 



2 
 

not initially accompanied by demands for the public (as opposed to health care 
professionals) to wear masks, but following pressure from some expert groups such as the 
British Medical Association (Patterson, 2020) masks were mandated in shops and 
supermarkets on 24 July 2020 (GOV.UK, 2020)3. The rules were relaxed in July 2021, but 
reinstated on 30 Nov 2021 in response to the emerging omicron variant (Reuters, 2021). As 
part of the lifting of ‘Plan B’ restrictions, the general mask mandate was removed on 27 
January 2022, with a final (somewhat reluctant) removal of the mask mandate on London 
Transport on 24 February 2022 (Transport for London, 2022). 

Throughout these changes of policy, a debate developed in which mask-wearing became, in 
part at least, linked to issues of moral and social responsibility. It has been argued that the 
face mask “is at once such a shared cultural symbol and yet so physically intimate [which] 
allows its wearer to channel, materialise and signal co-operation, fear, anger or dissent.” 
(Barratt, 2020). In this chapter, this debate will be analysed as an illustration of the 
possibility of competing moral panics, in which the language choices made in public 
discourse (largely in samples of newspaper articles) shape the issue of the moral risk of (not) 
wearing a mask during the pandemic. 

 

Establishing the possibility of competing moral discourses 

As one of the founding theorists of moral panic theory, Stan Cohen has come to reassess 
some aspects of his work by acknowledging in his later work the objection to the concept of 
the moral panic that it is “judgemental, normative and biased”. This bias occurs when, for 
instance, cases are chosen “because of their suitability for debunking by liberals”(Cohen, 
2011b: 237–8). This critique suggests that the concept has often been applied only to those 
issues where liberal academics wish to condemn a section of the public (or media) for what 
they see as an irrational response to a marginalised group worth defending. 

 Jenkins suggests that as an alternative to the value laden assumptions of the ‘original’ 
moral panic model, a constructionist approach “makes no initial assumptions about the 
legitimacy of the subject matter such as are implied by the word ‘panic’”, and can 
interrogate the processes by which certain issues become salient in public discourse without 
presupposing that the resulting debates are founded in irrationality. (Jenkins, 2009: 36) This 
removes the normative assumptions in the ‘classical’ moral panic, and allows a wider range 
of public concerns to be addressed. 

Cohen therefore suggests that, traditionally, the academics engaged in the analysis of moral 
panics are closer ideologically, educationally and in class terms to certain new kinds of 
‘moral entrepreneurs’ (e.g., those promoting a green agenda, and denouncing climate 
denialists) who therefore can be seen as generating ‘positive’ moral panics that can be 
approved of. Compared to those studied in traditional approaches, such ‘new’ panics offer 
space to victims and non-elite social movements; they can be seen as ‘good’ moral panics. 

 
3 Government communications used the term ‘face covering’ to make a technical distinction between the 
items used by members of the public (which are not officially designated as personal protective equipment – 
PPE -  or regulated as medical devices) and those masks used in professional contexts (GOV.UK, 2020). 
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Cohen suggests that these might take the form of ‘anti-denial’ movements that challenge 
the covering up or tolerance of unacceptable social conditions (e.g., anthropogenic climate 
change), and denounce the immorality of such attitudes and behaviours (Cohen, 2011b: 
241). 

This opens up the possibility that academics (and others) may identify discourses of moral 
regulation approaching the same ( or linked) issues from different and contradictory 
perspectives, without an assessment (implied or stated) by the researcher that either is 
necessarily objectively socially regressive. It is therefore from this perspective that this 
chapter considers the competing moral discourses on facemasks in UK public debate. 

Before providing specific examples, we need to briefly set out the broad shape of these 
discursive positions, which I have tentatively labelled ‘mutuality’ (moral panic 1) and 
‘freedom’ (moral panic 2). While these positions can also be mapped more broadly onto 
issues around covid such as self-isolation and vaccines, they are here applied specifically to 
the issue of facemasks. 

 

Mutuality: moral panic #1 

The concept of mutual aid, as developed by Kropotkin, has been enlisted to discuss the role 
of NGOs providing support to various vulnerable groups in the UK during the pandemic 
(Mould et al., 2022). In a similar context, many liberal and left commentators, health 
officials and medical practitioners asserted the importance of wearing masks in public 
settings in terms of a moral social responsibility, framing anti-maskers as deviant ‘other’. In 
particular, this moral discourse emphasised the needs of the vulnerable, the marginalised, 
and characterised those who refused to wear a mask as selfish. The wearing of a mask from 
this perspective is seen as part of a ‘social order’ which overrides the personal preferences 
of individuals and must be defended from the immorality of the self-centred refuser. 

 

Freedom: moral panic #2 

Alternatively, a libertarian discourse involving both ‘experts’ and media personalities 
focused on individual freedoms, constructing masks as ‘muzzles’ and (in some cases) a form 
of tyrannical social control, alongside arguments concerning the ineffectiveness of masks to 
control infection, a broader minimising of the health risks of covid-19, and the risk of 
unintended consequences (such as those, as we shall see, borne by schoolchildren). 

 

Methodology 

This chapter adopts an analytical approach broadly derived from critical discourse analysis 
(CDA) which aims to “draw out and describe the practices and conventions in and behind 
texts that reveal political and ideological investment” (Machin and Mayr, 2012: 4). One 
aspect of this, as we will see, is the ‘lexical field’ which is created within a particular text to 
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set the territory and limits of a discursive (ideological) position (Machin and Mayr, 2012: 
221). The relationship between social structures and discourse is seen as dialectical, 
whereby each affects the other; individuals have discursive agency within social and 
ideological conventions and constraints, while at the same time “discourse(s) actually 
(re)create social worlds and relations” (Flowerdew and Richardson, 2018: 2). It is this latter 
process which can be linked to the social construction of moral panics through public 
discourses. 

The examples discussed below were derived from a Lexis/Nexis search of UK National 
newspapers using key search terms (mask*, covid, coronavirus, freedom*, libert*) over a 
period of 23 months between the first lockdown (26 March 2020) and the end of mask 
wearing restrictions following the lifting of compulsory masks on London Transport (24 
February 2022). This produced 2470 resulting news items which were then filtered for 
relevance. 

 

Case Study: Freedom Day 19th July 2021 

The UK government initially proposed to ‘unlock’ on 21 June 2021 in England, but with cases 
of the Delta variant rising, and government scientists advising delay to allow more people to 
be vaccinated, a delay of four weeks was announced on 14 June 2021. 

This delay was politically awkward for the government, which had already been urged by 
backbench MPs and conservative newspapers to push ahead with lifting restrictions: 

Don’t Wobble Now, Ministers! 

Tory MPs reacted with fury last night after Matt Hancock said he was ‘absolutely 
open’ to delaying Freedom Day. The Health Secretary refused to rule out keeping 
face masks and home working beyond June 21, when the Government had hope to 
remove all legal limits on social contact. 

(Harriet Line, Daily Mail, 7 June 2021) 

The above front page ‘warning’ is indicative of the pressures the government was facing, 
and by beginning of July it became clear that it would be politically difficult for any further 
delays to occur. Commentators railed against any further extension of lockdown regulations 
including mask-wearing.  

One Telegraph columnist noted that the British response to such rules demonstrated a 
“commitment to the law that is bred-in-the-bone”, but reflected on the limits of this 
commitment and raised the possibility that there might soon be a “moral case for breaking 
an unjust law” (Philip Johnston, Telegraph, 29 June 2021). In support of this, the writer 
referred to Harry Willcock, the liberal activist who was prosecuted, and eventually 
convicted, of refusing to produce an identity card five years after the end of WWII (Egan, 
n.d.).  
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The link to Willcock (who was the last person to be fined for this offence, and later 
campaigned for the abolition of the war-time identity cards, which were eventually 
scrapped in 1952) emphasises the connection made by anti-mask advocates to moral 
positions. Johnston here is a moral entrepreneur, ‘manning the barricades’ as a righteous 
objector to an imposition by the state, and rejecting a slippery slope towards authoritarian 
government. The headline for Johnston’s article refers to “pointless and unjust lockdown 
laws”, a pre-emptive defence against the suggestion that, in terms of public health, laws to 
enforce mask-wearing (like those insisting on ID cards in postwar Britain) may be necessary. 

The rejection of government restrictions was also advocated more implicitly in articles 
which suggested ‘Freedom Day’ represented “a return to common sense and personal 
responsibility.” (David Maddox, Daily Express, 4 July 2021). 

Telegraph columnist Kate Andrews saw it as ushering in “the return of something old and 
treasured: our basic freedoms, to see whom we like and do what we please” (Kate Andrews, 
Telegraph, 6 July 2021). The following week, Andrews suggested that the Prime Minister’s 
post-‘Freedom Day’ recommendation to continue to wear a mask in crowded or enclosed 
spaces is vague and should be simplified by focusing on personal choice: “With every 
intervention that comes, for or against mask-wearing, it seems more obvious that the only 
solution is to hand this choice back to individuals.” (Kate Andrews, Telegraph, 13 July 2021). 

With a slightly more ambivalent tone, Janice Turner in the Times looked forward to 
‘Freedom Day’ by suggesting that the rules around mask-wearing in public were, among all 
other restrictions, “…the most visible, divisive and loathed”. While acknowledging the 
possible reasons for continued mask wearing, she sought to imply the wider social damages 
that this might impose: 

“But there is nothing more creepily dystopian than a tide of silent faceless figures wandering 
a shopping mall. We will never feel our happy, connected, normal selves until we let the 
mask slip.” (Janice Turner, The Times, 3 July 2021) 

A Sun on Sunday article was similarly headlined “Smiles all round: masks go, July 19 
Freedom Day exclusive -  Face coverings to be personal choice” (David Wooding, the Sun, 4 
July 2021), emphasising the return of public smiles as a social good. 

In this construction, masks disconnect, isolate, and immiserate, and must therefore be 
rejected. 

The theme of freedom from state impositions is stated more directly in a column by Douglas 
Murray: 

 Britain is Sleepwalking into a State of Perpetual Covid Tyranny 

[…] In the UK, ever since the start of the coronavirus, the political class has 
demanded ever more of our freedoms. 

[…] Everyone up to and including the Prime Minister seems to be caught up in this 
ultra-cautious national mood. 
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[…] to advocate the path of greater risk and greater freedom – is still presented as 
though it is somehow irresponsible or otherwise risky. 

(Douglas Murray, Telegraph, 14 July 2021) 

The article seems to ignore what others describe as ‘Freedom Day’ to suggest that the public 
are sleepwalking into the ‘tyranny’ of an authoritarian state. 

The Telegraph’s ‘Chief City commentator’ made similar comments in an article headlined 
“This isn’t ‘freedom day’ – it’s sinister lockdown by stealth” to suggest that the 
government’s confused messaging has led to people facing the ‘public shame of being a 
mask refusenik’ as part of a wider, sinister authoritarianism. (Ben Marlow, Telegraph, 19 
July 2021). This is the ‘folk devil’ of this strand of anti-mask moralised discourse. 

While such discursive positions were set out in the run-up to 19 June 2021, the alternative 
perspective on ‘Freedom Day’ was also set out in newspaper articles. 

The Guardian reported the concerns of the Blood Cancer UK charity, and the National 
Pensioner’s Convention, that the lifting of restrictions such as mandatory mask-wearing in 
public places would lead to additional Covid-related deaths due to the vulnerability of the 
old and immunocompromised. The charity argued that the removal of regulations would 
mean “ ‘that it feels like freedoms are being taken away from’ many people” (Amelia Hill, 
Guardian, 6 July 2021). This provides a useful contrast to the use of the term ‘freedom’ in 
the early examples above. Here, freedoms are not inherently universal; they are plural, 
contingent, and in this case conflicting. This offers a challenge to the notion of a ‘Freedom 
Day’ for all, and replaces this with a suggestion that the coming “free-for-all” will reduce the 
mobility and increase the anxieties of vulnerable sections of society. As one interviewee 
puts it in the article, “…I’m rendered housebound by those who choose not to wear masks 
[…] The so-called freedom day is, for us, the exact opposite.” It is notable that the Guardian 
puts ‘Freedom Day’ in inverted commas, or what might in this context be described as ‘scare 
quotes’. The Independent also reported this intervention by charities, also mentioning the 
MS Society (multiple sclerosis) and quoting head of policy Philip Anderson, who emphasised 
that those with suppressed immune systems were defined by government as ‘clinically 
extremely vulnerable’ to Covid-19, as well as being less well protected by the vaccine (Tim 
Wyatt, Independent, 6 July 2021). 

On the same day the Independent also reported the Health Secretary Sajid Javid’s comments 
that he would continue to carry and wear a face mask in crowded spaces after ‘Freedom 
Day’. This was presented as an acknowledgement of the concerns mentioned above, and in 
this sense can be seen as accepting the idea of mutuality in the use of masks – that they 
should be seen as a communal response to risk. Nevertheless, Javid is later quoted as saying 
that his intention to wear a mask in enclosed spaces or if someone was uncomfortable 
reflects “what I mean by personal responsibility”. (Sajid Javid, quoted in Ashley Cowburn, 
Independent, 6 July 2021). This seems ambiguous (perhaps intentionally so); the invocation 
of personal choice seems to imply a version of individualism, and this often accompanies a 
discourse of ‘freedom’ and (personal) liberty in terms of mask-wearing. But in this context, 
the phrase instead implies an intention to consider the needs of others, and in the article, 
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this is reinforced by this quote’s juxtaposition with a comment immediately following by 
another Conservative MP who asserted that she would not wear a mask on public transport, 
saying “Freedom is very important. I think showing our faces is part of being human” 
(Miriam Coates, quoted in Ashley Cowburn, Independent, 6 July 2021). This juxtaposition in 
the article works to position Javid as ‘reasonable’ relative to his more hard-line colleague, 
and implicitly endorses the discourse of mutuality by adopting him as a kind of honorary 
moral entrepreneur against the maskless threat. 

A Guardian editorial set out the argument against abandoning “compulsory masking” and 
other “mitigation measures” by quoting Spinoza on the state as a guarantor of freedom for 
all, and suggesting the plan for ‘Freedom Day’ is a “political wager” rather than a 
scientifically justified decision: 

“The government is freeing some to return to aspects of life that they have sorely missed. 
But in doing so, those people risk serious harm to themselves and others.” (Editorial, 
Guardian, 8 July 2021). 

The Guardian enlisted a number of experts (in addition to Spinoza) by referring to a letter 
published in the Lancet from “over 100 global scientists” which criticised the ‘reopening’ 
plan for 19 July. It is then suggested that many of those who may be vulnerable (such as 
unvaccinated transport and retail workers, children, health workers and 
immunocompromised people) do not have a choice whether to accept the risks which will 
be imposed on them by those who choose not to wear a mask. The scientists here (as with 
Sajid Javid above, but perhaps less ambiguously) are enlisted in the moral work of 
‘diagnoses and solutions’ to this ‘threat to societal values and interests’ (Cohen, 2011a: 9) 
which, from this perspective, ‘Freedom Day’ represents. 

On ‘Freedom Day’ itself, the Independent published short interviews with a range of people 
who were presented as under threat from the lifting of restrictions, beginning with this 
introduction: 

Freedom day: From nurses to shop staff, the people not looking forward to 
restrictions lifting today 

While many of us will be eagerly anticipating the lifting of almost all coronavirus 
restrictions on so-called “freedom day”, for others 19 July is a date that has been 
filling them with dread. 

England will move to step four of the government’s roadmap out of lockdown today, 
when social distancing and mandatory mask wearing will come to an end, although 
people will be advised to continue wearing face coverings in crowded and enclosed 
spaces such as public transport. 
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But the clinically vulnerable and those working in customer-facing roles such as 
retail, hospitality and healthcare have grave concerns about the “confusing” new 
guidance.4 

(Chiara Giordano, Independent, 19 July 2021) 

Again, workers in particular sectors (health, transport, retail and others) considered 
medically vulnerable were foregrounded, and in this case given the opportunity to set out 
their concerns. A similar article on the same day (but published in the ‘Health and Families’ 
lifestyle section) offers the views of a number of clinically vulnerable people, headlined 
“We’re collateral damage” (Saman Javed, Independent, 19 July 2021); in the Daily Mirror, 
the vulnerable and elderly are being “sacrificed on the altar of herd immunity” (Fiona 
Parker, Mirror, 20 July 2021). In these articles then it is their expertise as situated actors 
with specific contextual knowledges which allow these interviewees to be positioned in the 
debate as moral entrepreneurs demanding regulatory solutions. 

To summarise briefly, charities and liberal commentators are moral entrepreneurs here 
promoting the ‘mutuality’ moral panic, establishing the maskless as careless, if not reckless 
individualists who ignore communal needs. They are selfish, a folk devil to be shunned if not 
quite demonised. They also position the ‘victims’ as ‘collateral damage’ to be ‘sacrificed’, 
and redefine ‘freedom’ as contingent (it must apply to all, not just the healthy) in an 
attempt to reorient the discourse. Alternatively, from the ‘freedom’ perspective,  
journalistic moralists assert that restrictive laws such as those mandating the wearing of 
sinister, divisive, dystopian masks must be challenged, and if necessary broken, as a threat 
to everyone’s liberty and a slippery slope to tyranny. 

 

Case Study: Freedom Day (redux)  24 February 2022 

While masks restrictions were relaxed after 29 July 2021, they were imposed in some school 
settings towards the end of 2021 and the emergence of the Omicron variant led to ‘Plan B’ 
restrictions being imposed from 8 December 2021; these included extending compulsory 
mask wearing in public places such as cinemas and theatres (Gillett and Lee, 2021). This led 
to further pressure to lift restrictions, and on 22 February 2022, commentator Quentin Letts 
described in his political sketch the ‘good news’ (to be contrasted with the bad news of 
impending war between Russia and Ukraine): “liberty was back and masks could be 
scissored for the cat litter. Boris Johnson announced that ‘personal responsibility’ (his forte) 
would henceforth help us live with Covid.” (Quentin Letts, The Times, 22 February 2022). 

While this is initially presented as reporting the attitude of the prime minister in a 
statement to the house of commons, Letts is clear that this is indeed good news; the casting 

 
4 The reference here to ‘confusion’ is a little disingenuous. None of the interviewees are confused; while one 
trade union representative calls for mask-wearing guidance to be given legal force “to avoid confusion”, it is  
assumed that those who choose not to wear masks “would not wear a mask if I asked them to” and that 
workers are “at risk of verbal abuse and physical abuse” (interviewees quoted in Chiara Giordano, 
Independent, 19 July 2021) when requesting others wear a mask. Implicitly then, it is suggested that ‘others’ 
are reckless in their lack of concern for the vulnerable. 
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aside of masks is an expression of freedom, and individual choice in mask use is a 
restoration of personal liberty. 

The prime minister’s announcement lifted a number of restrictions: 

Freedom Day arrives! England finally scraps all its remaining emergency Covid laws 
after nearly two years of economically-crippling on-off lockdowns - with self-
isolation rules now officially over 

England woke up to freedom this morning after nearly two years of crippling on-off 
lockdowns as all emergency Covid laws introduced to tackle the pandemic ended at 
midnight. 

Self-isolation rules for the infected are now officially over, masks are no longer 
necessary on public transport in London and NHS hospitals are finally being told to 
lift visiting restrictions. 

Boris Johnson said England was exiting the 'grimmest years in our peacetime' when 
the PM unveiled his 'Living With Covid' strategy on Monday, with its high vaccination 
rates and life-saving new drugs allowing it become the freest country in Europe.  

Health Secretary Sajid Javid branded 'Freedom Day' — how February 24, 2022 will go 
down in the history books — as an 'important' next step in a new phase of the 
pandemic.   

(Stephen Matthews and Connor Boyd, Daily Mail, 24 February 2022) 

The emphasis here on ‘freedom’ – with a specific mention of the lifting of the mask mandate 
on London transport – reinforces the threat that such restrictions represent here, linked to 
the financial pressures they are argued to have imposed, and compared to the less free 
nations of Europe. The final quoted paragraph underlines the historic aspect of this change. 

In this period at the beginning of 2022, the moral discourse challenging the imposition of 
masks adopted an additional rhetorical strand, focusing on the effects on children. Moral 
panic scholars have noted the ways in which children are often the focus for such concerns 
(Critcher, 2003; Staksrud and Kirksaether, 2013; Thompson, 1998). In his discussion of 
Critcher’s emphasis on the role of media in moral panics, Rowe suggests that “[t]he 
corruption and victimization of children is a particularly powerful theme, […] their assumed 
loss of innocence both revealed in, and in some ways caused by, the media.” (Rowe, 2009: 
32). As Critcher himself has argued, “…moral panics are irresistible when they present 
threats to children." (Critcher, 2003: 155). 

In the weeks prior to this new Freedom Day, and as the new year began,  a number of 
articles reiterated an anti-mask discourse with a particular inflection centred around 
children. These examples enlisted a threat to the mental health of children as a key element 
in the struggle against the tyranny of mask imposition. 

Fears masks could damage mental health as Covid curbs tightened in schools 
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A senior Conservative has said he fears mask-wearing in schools could damage 
children’s mental health as the Government insisted the extra precaution would help 
keep pupils learning. 

Robert Halfon chair of the Commons education select committee, said the risks from 
Covid-19 need to be balanced against the risks to children’s wellbeing. 

(Amy Gibbons, Independent, 2 January 2022) 

Halfon is quoted in the article arguing that masks are “really inhibitory to the natural 
expressions of learning in children involving speech and facial expression”, and compared 
the school environment with working offices where adults were not required to wear them. 

In the Telegraph, a comment article by Tim Stanley began with a suggestion that the 
Omicron variant was no worse than “a mild cold”, and that as children are in any case least 
susceptible to the virus, their health cannot be the reason for the mask requirement. “My 
suspicion is that the teaching unions have insisted upon this as a novel method of keeping 
the little blighters quiet.” This is presented in a light-hearted tone which allows a defence of 
exaggeration for humorous effect. Headlined “Masks in schools are as pointless as they are 
cruel”, the article goes on in a more obviously earnest tone: “But it is cruel, wickedly – and 
injurious to mental health.” This is then linked to the wider threat such rule and regulations 
present: “The justification – always – is that in order to preserve our freedom we must give 
up a bit more freedom: one last heave! […] By reinforcing hysteria, Covid restrictions only 
build the case for more Covid restrictions.” (Tim Stanley, Telegraph, 3 January 2022). 

A more carefully argued example of this discourse can be found in an article (“Masking 
children is illogical and irrational”) by Sunetra Gupta, Professor of theoretical epidemiology 
at the University of Oxford5, in which she argues that the school mask policy is ethically 
irrational because the interests of children in avoiding such restrictions outweigh the 
interests of the older people – primarily teachers - who (she suggests) are intended to be 
protected the policy. In any case, she suggests this does not arise given that “mask 
mandates do not work, and the few formal trials that have been conducted show no 
credible effect.” This, in her view, provides an even stronger logical argument against masks 
in schools (Sunetra Gupta, Telegraph, 10 January 2022).  

The Tim Stanley Telegraph example above is perhaps one of the few presented here which 
get close to constructing their own moral panic to which they are reacting explicitly, in that 
it sets out key aspects such as a folk devil manufacturing the panic (unions), victims under 
threat (schoolchildren), and a ratcheting up of state power via a ‘hysterical’ (that is, 
disproportionate) response6. ‘Think of the kids’ becomes a new front in the struggle, and 

 
5 Professor Gupta was one of the authors of the Great Barrington Declaration, a controversial open letter in 
which a group of academic scientists rejected lockdown approaches to public health in favour of ‘herd 
immunity’ (Kulldorff et al., 2020). The declaration was criticised by others in the international public health 
community.(Sample and Syal, 2020) 
6 The issue of disproportionality has become a contentious issue in the theory of moral panics (Lashmar, 2013: 
63; McCready, 2020; Rohloff et al., 2013: 21), and it is not in the scope of this chapter to address this in any 
detail. Nevertheless, in terms of covid and facemasks, disproportion in either direction is difficult to assess. The 



11 
 

allows the attack to be more focused not on a general folk devil of the tyrannical state, but 
the specific (and traditional) right-wing target of the educational establishment, including 
the teaching trade unions7.  

As with the previous ‘Freedom Day’ of July 2021, there was also an alternative discourse 
around masks as offering mutuality. 

An Observer article reported charities’ concerns about the lifting of rules on the public 
wearing of masks (“Keep wearing masks, charities urge as Covid measures are lifted in 
England”), quoting the policy director of Kidney Care UK who suggested that kidney patients 
are ‘understandably anxious’ and that they ‘feel abandoned’ (Fiona Loud, quoted by James 
Tapper, Observer, 22 January 2022). Another campaigner called for continued mask-wearing 
‘because there is no way of knowing if the person behind you in the queue is 
immunocompromised.’ Professor Stephen Reicher, a behavioural scientist at the University 
of St Andrews, argues that the government is ‘refusing to protect us’. This particular 
rhetorical manoeuvre puts the reader together with the anxious and the 
immunocompromised – ‘us’ includes everyone here – and avoids the implicit othering that 
many of the examples presented here offer the public. 

Some articles allowed those impacted to speak more directly: 

My mask is staying on – despite Boris Johnson’s disregard for the vulnerable 

One person’s restriction is another’s protection. So as the sibling of someone who 
has a learning disability, I will keep wearing a mask. Boris Johnson’s decision to ditch 
masks shows blatant disregard for people with learning disabilities like my sister 
Raana. 

(Saba Salman, Independent, 22 January 2022) 

This first-person article emphasised the heightened risk which those with learning 
disabilities face from Covid, and, again, underlines how the “lifting of restrictions to benefit 
the majority simply limits options for the minority”. 

It is worth noting that these latter two articles do not directly address the ‘think of the 
children’ aspect of those immediately above; instead they exchange the threat to children 

 
response to the lifting of mask restrictions for instance, that suggests the marginalised and vulnerable would 
suffer substantial limitations in mobility, and ultimately a threat to their lives, was certainly at the time difficult 
to measure objectively. On the other hand, the risks of allowing government restrictions to continue down the 
road to tyranny are in one sense moot given the lifting of restrictions, but also arguable misplaced in the sense 
that various recent policy developments (e.g. the Police, Crime, Sentencing and Courts Act 2022 and the 
possibility of the UK leaving the jurisdiction of the European Court of Human Rights (Amnesty UK, 2022; 
Boycott-Owen, 2022)) already suggest the government is intent on an authoritarian stance irrespective of 
covid and facemasks. 

 
7 This is the ‘blob’ which former Education Secretary Michael Gove established in his anti-elite populist rhetoric 
from 2010 onwards (Craske, 2021). 
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(as a moral risk) with the threat to a particular minority – those who are particularly 
clinically vulnerable, implying a moral risk to the social order in terms of an unstated 
assumption of mutuality and co-operation. 

 

Case Study: COP26 - Masks and the climate change conference 

In the autumn of 2021, Covid infections had begun to rise from around 28,000 in mid-
September to 47,000 by mid-October (Cases in the UK | Coronavirus in the UK, n.d.). At the 
same time, there was some concern about the safety of the COP26 UN conference on 
climate change which was due to be held in Glasgow between 31 October and 13 
November. An Independent article just before the conference noted that while some 
activists travelling to the conference were concerned about the risks, the conference could 
be held safely “as long as COVID-19 security measures such as social distancing, proper 
ventilation and masks are employed. But those rules must apply to everyone, unlike in 
Britain's House of Commons where staff members and journalists are required to wear 
masks, but lawmakers aren't…” (AP newswire, Independent, 30 October 2021). The 
implication here being not just that (as evidenced in the initial House of Commons example 
above) those working in the parliamentary estate were not working in a safe environment, 
but that MPs saw themselves as somehow separate from, or above, the rules imposed on 
others. 

At the opening ceremony on 1 November, Boris Johnson was photographed unmasked 
while sitting next to UN Secretary General Antonio Guterres and environmentalist David 
Attenborough, both of whom (along with almost all other delegates) were wearing masks. 
One article suggested that the British public would want to protect Attenborough (often 
referred to as a ‘national treasure’ (e.g. Nast, 2016) primarily due to his long career writing 
producing and presenting natural history documentaries for the BBC) from the carelessness 
of Johnson’s actions: 

Britain to Boris: Please just wear a mask around David Attenborough 

It is genuinely quite difficult to imagine a less appropriate occasion for the prime 
minister not to wear a mask. 

[…] 

By not doing the really very simple thing of hooking a bit of cloth over his mouth and 
nose, Johnson has, as is his wont, reduced the very serious to the faintly absurd. 
Don’t take umbrage with the response; examine the cause. If we just had a prime 
minister who could behave responsibly, we would indeed all be talking about the 
climate crisis. 

(Rupert Hawksley, Independent, 3 November 2021) 

The article discusses CNN reporter Christiane Amanpour’s interview with Johnson, and 
focuses on Johnson’s irresponsibility in order to imply his unsuitability as a national leader 
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(especially on a global stage). For our purposes though, we can find in this episode another 
example of mask-wearing as a reasonable response to the covid risk. 

Another article at the time referred to “our prime minister recklessly endangering the man 
who, to many, embodies the fragile Earth we live on”, “reluctant to modify his behaviour 
even the tiniest amount” (Caitlin Moran, The Times, 4 November 2021). Others quoted 
celebrities suggesting that the Prime Minister is demonstrating that he does not “actually 
care about other people” as a mask “shows you care for others” and that if you “can’t be 
arsed to wear a mask” then you “should be ashamed” (Louis Chilton, Independent, 2 
November 2021). 

Not wearing a mask in such circumstances is therefore not just a technical, practical issue, 
but a moral failing; a lack of empathy illustrating a moral risk to the UK both in terms of the 
potential loss of Attenborough, and the wider risk to social solidarity that the mask 
represents.8 

 

Conclusion 

Critcher’s three dimensions of discursive construction were summarised by Cohen thus: 

“Imagine ranking (high/medium/low) each of the following dimensions: (1) the perceived 
threat to moral order posed by an issue; (2) the extent to which it is seen to be amenable to 
social control; and (3) how far it invites ethical self-formation.” (Cohen, 2011b: 242) 

From a slightly different perspective, the archetypal moral panic has been described as “a 
scare about a threat or supposed threat from deviants or "folk devils," a category of people 
who, presumably, engage in evil practices and are blamed for menacing a society's culture, 
way of life, and central values.” (Goode and Ben-Yehuda, 2009: 2). These approaches can 
help us situate the preceding discussion as moral panics. 

The moral panic surrounding the lifting of mask mandates (Moral Panic #1: Mutuality) can 
be summarised as projecting a demand for empathy and mutuality as a core element of the 
moral order susceptible to control via state regulation. It’s entrepreneurs come to see 
themselves as defending the vulnerable against individualists whose behaviours are 
antithetical to the coherence of liberal society. We might also acknowledge that Cohen’s 
suggestion of ‘anti-denial’ moral discourses fits here; the scientific consensus around the 
benefits to others of mask wearing is asserted against the dangerous denials by the 
irrational folk devils of the anti-mask movement. 

Moral Panic #2 (Freedom) alternatively sees the social order eroded by these new 
restrictions on personal liberty, which limit our ability to communicate via facial expressions, 
and also damage the health and well-being of children. The deviants in this discursive 

 
8 It should be noted that other photographs taken at the same time seem to show periods in which both 
Johnson and Attenborough are unmasked, and in which Johnson wears a mask while Attenborough does not 
(BBC Newsbeat, 2021); (Nicholson, 2021). The photograph made the Telegraph’s end-of-year ‘Iconic Pictures of 
2021’. 
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construction are those who, maliciously or through ignorance, invite and welcome 
authoritarianism; that is, various medical and epidemiological ‘experts’, politicians, and 
public commentators. The people therefore must force government to control this threat by 
lifting all regulations, with the moral entrepreneurs from this side constructing themselves 
as protectors of long-held individual freedoms. 

In the case studies discussed here, these two competing discourses emerged within the 
British press, involving moral positions, asserted to varying degrees by authoritative actors 
in order to influence the public perception of a risk issue via media constructions and 
amplify the ‘deviancy’ of those they seek to present as folk devils. 
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