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Achille’s Heel: How Gendered Ideologies Undermined the 
UK Efforts to Tackle Covid-19

ROBERTA GUERRINA. ANNICK MASSELOT

This article explores the links between austerity, Brexit and the UK government’s 
response to Covid-19. Specifically, it looks at the way in which Covid-19 has com-
pounded the impact of austerity policies and Brexit on the UK gender regime. Our 
article sets out how the UK government’s response to the pandemic is the result 
of ten years of austerity and how it is intended to pave the way for more policies 
design ed to maintain gendered and racialized hierarchies currently underpinning the 
UK socio-legal and economic system.
Our analysis revolves around the issue of care work as a way of illustrating govern-
ments’ lack of consideration for the impact of gendered social practices on decision 
making processes. Whereas Covid-19 has highlighted that care and caring are key 
pillars of society, policymakers have ignored the way this practice is gendered. In 
this context, it is important to think about the place of care in the market economy, as 
well as who is doing the caring and who is being cared for.

Covid-19 as a Continuing Crisis

The crisis generated by the Covid-19 pandemic is not only affecting public health 
but is also disrupting economies and labour markets. It exacerbates prevalent vulner-
abilities in social, political and economic structures which, in the UK, have been 
weakened by waves of previous crises. The outbreak of the 2020 pandemic occurred 
just after the UK officially withdrew from the European Union (EU) on January 31, 
2020 and in the midst of ten years of austerity linked to the 2008 Global Financial 
Crisis (GFC). The government’s response to the latest health crisis, thus, needs to 
be understood as a continuum that started with the 2008 GFC and continued with 
the Brexit process. Austerity policy is directly contributing to undermine gender 
equality in the UK (Karamessini/Rubery 2014) by cutting back on state provision 
of services used predominately by women such as childcare, women shelter, health 
and education. The delivery of Brexit further contributes to the losses around ge-
nder equality (Guerrina/Masselot 2018), normalised forms of toxic masculinity, a 
gen eral silencing around gender issues and the rise in violence against women in 
the pub lic sphere (Guerrina/Masselot 2021; Achilleos-Sarll/Martill 2019). There is 
also evidence that domestic violence increases and becomes amplified in times of 
 crises. Moreover, the disestablishment of support structures under austerity policies 
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