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[Abstract] In Hong Kong, the policies regarding “masks” and “gathering” during the
COVID-19 pandemic have raised considerable public concerns and attracted widespread
debates. This paper suggests that the controversiality and complexity of these debates
and policies should be understood in the wider contexts of Hong Kong's social and
political movements. To do so, it first examines how the symbolic meanings and practical
purposes of wearing masks in Hong Kong have changed before and after the outbreak
of COVID-19. It then analyses the public debates and legal controversies related to the
“anti-masks law” and “mandatory mask-wearing law” enacted by the government during
the protests and the pandemic, respectively. The second half of this paper then focuses
on the debates and policies related to the prohibition of gathering during the pandemic,
especially the two major narratives constructed around the government’s anti-gathering
law: “anti-gathering as anti-contagion” and “anti-gathering as violation of freedom”.
Through reviewing the relevant public debates and media reports, the construction of
the two opposing narratives by the Hong Kong government and the opposition party,
respectively, is analyzed. This preliminary study suggests that the COVID-19 in Hong
Kong is complicated by the continuing political and social unrest, and hints that the
COVID-19 is not only a public health crisis but also a highly politicized issue in the Hong
Kong context.
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