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The face mask as an established symbol against 
COVID-19​
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The COVID-19 pandemic is often described as a 
state of war1. However, military conflicts take place 
in defined geographic areas, even when designated as 
a world war. On the other hand, SARS-COV-2 spread 
from the city of Wuhan to every continent in a few 
months. Similarly to warfare, almost every social 
activity was compromised, leading to economic and 
social stagnation in most affected areas. However, 
while war is permeated by the hope for a peace treaty 
that will clear the trenches, the viral pandemic will not 
have a sharp stop after an agreement; it will languish 
slowly and gradually, without a brisk end, leaving 
behind bereavement and exhaustion.

With over 32 million infected people and more 
than 990 thousand deaths, the campaign against 
COVID-19 needs a symbol of protection analogous to 
an armor. In this context, the universal use of face 
masks earns this connotation, by covering almost 
the entire area susceptible to the “bullet”, i.e., the 
virus, and representing the commitment to defend 
our superior respiratory tract2. Face masks create 
a mechanical barrier to our constant manipulation 

of the oral and nasal mucosa, and the discomfort 
promoted by its conscious use acts as a permanent 
reminder of the transmission risk.

The unusual visuals produced by a face mask fur-
ther impose social distancing, which is also paramount 
for safety in restarting economic and social activities. 
Masks provide protection when the possibility of con-
tagion or transmission is high such as in the presence 
of respiratory symptoms, as cough or sneezes. Face 
masks also lower the risk in the presence of pre-symp-
tomatic or asymptomatic carriers, especially when 
distancing is kept, and physical contact is minimized3.

In the history of pandemics, perhaps the most con-
flicting tasks are those related to reopening, due to the 
lack of established parameters that would allow for 
unquestionable decisions. It is important to notice that 
most protocols for a safe reopening place too much 
emphasis on the potential role of inanimate objects or 
surfaces in spreading the disease4. Ultimately, hand 
washing and avoiding manipulation of the airway are 
more effective to contain viral spread than obsessively 
cleaning surfaces and objects.
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Moreover, increasing awareness for strategies to 
decrease contagion within households is critical, as 
studies show a high rate of domiciliary SARS-COV-2 
transmission. In any location, it is important to be 
cognizant about the risk of infection, which incites the 
need for protection5, reminding that the small discom-
fort of wearing a face mask is not comparable to that 
of a ventilator in an intensive care unit.
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