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Abstract 

 

The Coronavirus 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic caught the whole world off guard and overwhelmed the disease control 

measures of many nations. During the pandemic, many countries resorted to masking mandates as one of the most 

effective ways to curb the spread of the virus. The execution of this mandate revealed significant regional and cultural 

differences between the US and East Asia. Chinese people in Hong Kong have voluntarily and favourably adopted it 

more than Americans. For the Hong Kong Chinese, mask mandate compliance can be seen as a representation of 

personal autonomy rather than a violation of it. This attitudinal difference in a global outbreak suggests that we must 

reconsider the principle of autonomy through the eyes of one’s own culture and the factors that are unique to 

it. Governments and institutions need to acknowledge the importance of this before implementing health policies, as 

it can adversely affect adherence and acceptance among their citizens. This paper aims to identify the cultural 

differences in defining autonomy among the Chinese Hong Kong people, along with other factors that may be 

relatively unique and upheld by them.  

 

Keywords: Autonomy, Hong Kong, COVID-19, Mask Mandates, Eastern Culture 

Introduction 

The COVID-19 pandemic caught the world off-guard and overwhelmed the disease control measures of many nations. 

Many countries implemented mask mandates, seen as one of the most effective ways to curb virus spread. Execution 

of these mandates revealed major regional and cultural differences between the US and East Asia.  

This paper will explore these differences and consider how the bioethical principle of autonomy can vary based on 

cultural and historical experience. Chinese people in Hong Kong generally viewed mask mandates more favorably than 

Americans. For Hong Kong Chinese, mask mandate compliance was a representation of personal autonomy, rather 

than a violation of it. In the US, where attitudes can be more individualistic, some people considered mask mandates 

to be an infringement of personal freedom. This paper will first analyze this variation by focusing on the unique 

historical factors that affected public perception in Hong Kong. It will also examine the cultural tenets and concepts 
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of autonomy of Hong Kong Chinese people that made mask mandates so successful, while contrasting them with 

cultural concepts in the US that made the same policy much more controversial. Acknowledging these different 

cultural interpretations of autonomy can help governments and institutions design health policies that are more likely 

to be accepted by their citizens, leading to more effective public health interventions.  

Background 

Empirical evidence suggests that timely government responses were critical to curbing COVID-19 spread, but a lack of 

evidence-based consensus prevailed on many health measures, like mask requirements.1 Enough scientific evidence 

is now available proving the efficacy of mask wearing during the pandemic, in conjunction with social distancing 

practices, in reducing casualties and deaths – when compliance was high.2 In fact, data suggests mask-wearing 

became more popular as the scientific evidence about the airborne nature of COVID-19 transmission increased.3  

Mask mandate implementation triggered varying responses, with data demonstrating attitudinal differences between 

the West and the East.4 It is imperative to understand cultural considerations when it comes to mask mandates, both 

at a personal and community level, to understand this divergence. Unlike people in East Asian regions like Hong Kong 

and Japan, wearing masks in public was novel and uncommon for most North Americans before the COVID-19 

outbreak, and resulted in sustained opposition in some areas. Violation of individual autonomy and paternalism were 

often cited as reasons people were opposed to mask mandates.5 This global division is a result of cultural, political, 

 

1 Blavatnik School of Government, University of Oxford. (n.d.). About the project. https://www.bsg.ox.ac.uk/research/covid-19-

government-response-tracker#:~:text=Current%20empirical%20evidence%20strongly%20supports. 

2 Howard, J., Huang, A., Li, Z., Tufekci, Z., Zdimal, V., Westhuizen, H.-M. van der, Delft, A. von, Price, A., Fridman, L., Tang, L.-H., 

Tang, V., Watson, G. L., Bax, C. E., Shaikh, R., Questier, F., Hernandez, D., Chu, L. F., Ramirez, C. M., & Rimoin, A. W. (2021). An 

evidence review of face masks against COVID-19. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 118(4). 

https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2014564118; Kwon, S., Joshi, A. D., Lo, C.-H., Drew, D. A., Nguyen, L. H., Guo, C.-G., Ma, W., Mehta, 

R. S., Shebl, F. M., Warner, E. T., Astley, C. M., Merino, J., Murray, B., Wolf, J., Ourselin, S., Steves, C. J., Spector, T. D., Hart, J. E., 

Song, M., & VoPham, T. (2021). Association of social distancing and face mask use with risk of COVID-19. Nature Communications, 

12(1). https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-021-24115-7; Rader, B., White, L. F., Burns, M. R., Chen, J., Brilliant, J., Cohen, J., Shaman, 

J., Brilliant, L., Kraemer, M. U. G., Hawkins, J. B., Scarpino, S. V., Astley, C. M., & Brownstein, J. S. (2021). Mask-wearing and 

control of SARS-CoV-2 transmission in the USA: A cross-sectional study. The Lancet Digital Health. 3(3), e148-e157. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/S2589-7500(20)30293-4 (A cross-sectional study based on 378,207 survey responses across the U.S. 

reported increasing evidence regarding the importance of mask-wearing to mitigate ongoing waves of transmission as vaccines 

began distribution). 

3 Hale, T., Petherick, A., Phillips, T., Anania, J., Andretti de Mello, B., Angrist, N., Barnes, R., Boby, T., Cameron-Blake, E., Cavalieri, 

A., Di Folco, M., Edwards, B., Ellen, L., Elms, J., Furst, R., Gomes Ribeiro, L., Green, K., Goldszmidt, R., Hallas, L., ... Vaccaro, A. 

(2023, June). Variation in government responses to COVID-19, version 15. Blavatnik School of Government Working Paper. 

www.bsg.ox.ac.uk/covidtracker. 

4 Zhang, Y. S. D., Noels, K. A., Young-Leslie, H., & Lou, N. M. (2022). ‘Responsible’ or ‘strange?’ Differences in face mask attitudes 

and use between Chinese and Non-East Asian Canadians during COVID-19’s first wave. Frontiers in Psychology, 13. 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.853830; Martinelli, L., Kopilaš, V., Vidmar, M., Heavin, C., Machado, H., Todorović, Z., Buzas, 

N., Pot, M., Prainsack, B., & Gajović, S. (2021). Face masks during the COVID-19 pandemic: A simple protection tool with many 

meanings. Frontiers in Public Health, 8. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpubh.2020.606635. 

5 Kemmelmeier, M., & Jami, W. A. (2021). Mask wearing as cultural behavior: An investigation across 45 U.S. states during the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Frontiers in Psychology, 12. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.648692. 

https://www.bsg.ox.ac.uk/research/covid-19-government-response-tracker%23:~:text=Current%20empirical%20evidence%20strongly%20supports
https://www.bsg.ox.ac.uk/research/covid-19-government-response-tracker%23:~:text=Current%20empirical%20evidence%20strongly%20supports
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2014564118
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-021-24115-7
https://doi.org/10.1016/S2589-7500(20)30293-4
http://www.bsg.ox.ac.uk/covidtracker
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.853830
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpubh.2020.606635
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.648692
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and social differences between individuals and societies, with far more mask mandate opposition seen in the US than 

in Hong Kong. 

Even in places like the US, some individual rights can be legally restricted to a certain degree for compelling societal 

goals, such as preventing the transmission of COVID-19. Individual or community rejection of wearing masks during 

the pandemic triggered ethical, health, and safety concerns. An unmasked person is more vulnerable in crowded and 

poorly ventilated places, as the virus is air-borne. By not taking proper precautions to protect themselves or others, 

people added to the heavily burdened health care system. Resistance to health guidelines exacerbated political 

polarization, especially in the West. Mask mandates in some North American countries ignited protests by “anti-

maskers” who viewed such restrictions as an infringement on their rights to freedom and democracy,6 and, more 

extreme, as a way for the government to exercise control over its people.7 In extreme cases, masks served as a trigger 

for xenophobia and violence against Asian-Americans and Asian immigrants.8 In Hong Kong, mask mandates were not 

viewed as a violation of personal or public autonomy. 

Hong Kong appeared better prepared for the COVID-19 pandemic than other countries. It applied strategies for 

controlling virus spread quickly, likely due to personal and institutional memory of the 2003 severe acute respiratory 

syndrome (SARS) outbreak.9 As an epicenter of the SARS outbreak, Hong Kong had 1,750 confirmed cases and 286 

deaths, including eight healthcare professionals.10 The explosive spread of the virus had caught the health and hospital 

authorities unprepared.11 Implementing reforms inspired by that experience, by the third week of 2020, the Hong 

Kong Special Administrative Region’s (HKSAR) government activated its anti-epidemic response plans as COVID-19 

was first emerging. Residents responded quickly and eagerly, with high rates of voluntary masking, handwashing, 

social distancing, and the use of thermometers at the entrances of many public spaces.12 The collective memory of 

SARS positively impacted their understanding of and response to COVID-19. They prioritized civic responsibility and 

 

6 Taylor, S., & Asmundson, G. J. G. (2021). Negative attitudes about facemasks during the COVID-19 pandemic: The dual 

importance of perceived ineffectiveness and psychological reactance. PLOS ONE, 16(2). 

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0246317. 

7 Warick, J. (2020). Anti-mask sentiment ‘very similar to brainwashing,’ prof says in wake of Sask. COVID-19 protest. Toronto: CBC. 

https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/saskatoon/anti-mask-sentiment-very-similar-to-brainwashing-prof-says-in-wake-of-sask-covid-

19-protest-1.5831872  

8 Choi, H. A., & Lee, O. E. (2021). To mask or to unmask, that is the question: Facemasks and anti-Asian violence during COVID-19. 

Journal of Human Rights and Social Work, 6, 237-245. https://doi.org/10.1007/s41134-021-00172-2. 

9 Wong, S. Y. S., Kwok, K. O., & Chan, F. K. L. (2020). What can countries learn from Hong Kong’s response to the COVID-19 

pandemic? Canadian Medical Association Journal, 192(19), E511-E515. https://doi.org/10.1503/cmaj.200563. 

10 Lee, S. H. (2003). The SARS epidemic in Hong Kong. Journal of Epidemiology & Community Health, 57(9), 652-654. 

https://doi.org/10.1136/jech.57.9.652. 

11 Hung, L. S. (2003). The SARS epidemic in Hong Kong: What lessons have we learned? Journal of the Royal Society of Medicine, 

96(8), 374-378. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC539564/. 

12  Matus, K., Sharif, N., Li, A., Cai, Z., Lee, W. H., & and Song, M. (2023). From SARS to COVID-19: the role of experience and 

experts in Hong Kong’s initial policy response to an emerging pandemic. Humanities and Social Sciences Communications, 10, 9. 

https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-022-01467-z. 

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0246317
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/saskatoon/anti-mask-sentiment-very-similar-to-brainwashing-prof-says-in-wake-of-sask-covid-19-protest-1.5831872
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/saskatoon/anti-mask-sentiment-very-similar-to-brainwashing-prof-says-in-wake-of-sask-covid-19-protest-1.5831872
https://doi.org/10.1007/s41134-021-00172-2
https://doi.org/10.1503/cmaj.200563
https://doi.org/10.1136/jech.57.9.652
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC539564/
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-022-01467-z
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community well-being in critical public health crises.13 The high mask compliance controlled community spread.14 As 

a result, Hong Kong emerged relatively unscathed despite its dense population, especially in the early days of the 

pandemic.15 However, it was not necessarily just their recent historical experience that influenced Hong Kong’s 

willingness to follow public precautions. 

The Concept of Autonomy and How it Differs by Region and Culture 

The word autonomy, derived from Greek words autos (‘self’) and nomos (‘rule’, ‘governance’ or ‘law’), originally 

referred to self-rule or self-governance of independent city-states.16 Personal autonomy is defined as, at a minimum, 

self-rule that is free from controlling interference by others and from limitations that prevent meaningful choice, like 

inadequate understanding. Respect for autonomy is widely accepted as a dominant value in contemporary biomedical 

ethics. It is considered integral to informed consent,17 a concept that gained prominence in the movement to end 

involuntary participation in medical research.18 Conceptually, it evolved in Western contexts and disregards some 

non-Western regional and cultural influences.19 The pandemic led to questions about how autonomy is defined and 

operationalized, prompting some bioethicists to call for an alternative to this individualistic vision.20 Traditionally, 

autonomy enjoys the highest priority in American bioethics,21 yet some suggest that this was never the intent. Instead, 

the original goal was to construct a concept of respect for autonomy that is not excessively individualistic, not 

excessively focused on reason, and not unduly legalistic.22 By not neglecting emotions or downplaying social practices, 

this broader definition aligns well with the Hong Kong Chinese view on autonomy. 

 

13  Cheung, T., Fong, T. K. H., & Bressington, D. (2020). COVID‐19 under the SARS cloud: Mental health nursing during the 

pandemic in Hong Kong. Journal of Psychiatric and Mental Health Nursing, 28(2). https://doi.org/10.1111/jpm.12639. 

14  Tam, V. C., Tam, S., Khaw, M., Law, H. K., Chan, C. P., & Lee, S. W. (2021). Behavioural insights and attitudes on community 

masking during the initial spread of COVID-19 in Hong Kong. Hong Kong Medical Journal, 27(2), 106-112. 

https://doi.org/10.12809/hkmj209015. 

15 Tam, V. C., Tam, S., Khaw, M., Law, H. K., Chan, C. P., & Lee, S. W. (2021). Behavioural insights and attitudes on community 

masking during the initial spread of COVID-19 in Hong Kong. Hong Kong Medical Journal, 27(2), 106-112. 

https://doi.org/10.12809/hkmj209015. 

16 Beauchamp, T. L., & Childress, J. F. (2001). Principles of biomedical ethics (5th ed.). Oxford University Press. 

17 Delany, C. M. (2005). Respecting patient autonomy and obtaining their informed consent: Ethical theory—Missing in action. 

Physiotherapy, 91(4), 197-203. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.physio.2005.05.002 

18 Faden, R. R., & Beauchamp, T. L. (1986). A history and theory of informed consent. Oxford University Press. 

19 Chattopadhyay, S., & De Vries, R. (2008). Bioethical concerns are global, bioethics is Western. Eubios Journal of Asian and 

International Bioethics, 18(4), 106-109. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2707840/. 

20 Gómez-Vírseda, C., & Usanos, R. A. (2021). Relational autonomy: Lessons from COVID-19 and twentieth-century philosophy. 

Medicine, Health Care and Philosophy, 24, 493-505. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11019-021-10035-2. 

21 Sedig, L. (2018). What’s the role of autonomy in patient- and family-centered care when patients and family members don’t 

agree? AMA Journal of Ethics, 18(1), 12-17. https://doi.org/10.1001/journalofethics.2017.18.1.ecas2-1601. 

22 Thompson, H. (2020). Children’s autonomy and medical decision making (Honor Scholar Theses, 164, Scholarly and Creative 

Work from DePauw University). https://scholarship.depauw.edu/studentresearch/164. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/jpm.12639
https://doi.org/10.12809/hkmj209015
https://doi.org/10.12809/hkmj209015
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.physio.2005.05.002
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2707840/
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11019-021-10035-2
https://doi.org/10.1001/journalofethics.2017.18.1.ecas2-1601
https://scholarship.depauw.edu/studentresearch/164
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The Western concept of autonomy focuses on self-determination, prioritizing the subjective value of individual 

independence. The East Asian or Hong Kong Chinese concept may, by contrast, be perceived as relatively more 

objective, family-facilitated, and culturally-comprised.23  

Mask mandates came at a huge personal cost.24 Apart from the physical discomfort, there was an increased sense of 

self-social isolation and anxiety when mask mandates were imposed during the pandemic; children could not develop 

their language and social skills normally with their masks on; people with hearing difficulties could not understand 

and communicate effectively with others in the absence of facial and visual cues.25 In many places, their removal came 

as a great relief and brought back a semblance of normal everyday life. While Hong Kong was one of the last places in 

the world to remove mask mandates (it did so on March 2, 2023),26 many people preferred to keep their masks on.27 

This attitude may have a cultural and social basis.28 The masking rate was high, and the public was confident of its 

effectiveness.29 Most people didn’t intend to violate the mandate, were rather eager to wear masks and reluctant to 

take them off even after 945 days when Hong Kong lifted its mask mandate.30 Culturally, this could be seen as an 

alternative way of exercising autonomy. 

 

 

 

23 Bergstresser, S. M., Ghias, K., Lane, S., Lau, W.-M., Hwang, I. S. S., Miu, O., Klitzman, R., & Ng, H. K. (2020). What does it mean 

for a case to be ‘local’?: The importance of local relevance and resonance for bioethics education in the Asia-Pacific region. Asian 

Bioethics Review, 12(2), 173-194. https://doi.org/10.1007/s41649-020-00120-8 (outlines several local bioethical cases specific to 

different geographical regions (Hong Kong, Australia, Pakistan and Malaysia). 

24 World Health Organization. (2022). The impact of COVID-19 on mental health cannot be made light of. 

https://www.who.int/news-room/feature-stories/detail/the-impact-of-covid-19-on-mental-health-cannot-be-made-light-of. 

25 Poon, B. T., & Jenstad, L. M. 2022. Communication with face masks during the COVID-19 pandemic for adults with hearing loss. 

Cognitive Research Principles and Implications 7 (1). https://doi.org/10.1186/s41235-022-00376-8; Sandlund, J., Ram, D., Shamez, 

N. L., Kelly, S., Jeanne, N., & Tracy, B. H. 2023. “Child Mask Mandates for COVID-19: A Systematic Review.” Archives of Disease in 

Childhood, 109(3), e1-e7. https://doi.org/10.1136/archdischild-2023-326215; Ramdani, C., Michael, O., & Antoine, C. (2022). 

Communicating and reading emotion with masked faces in the Covid era: A short review of the literature. Psychiatry Research, 

316(July), 114755. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychres.2022.114755. 

26 Hong Kong’s Information Services Department. (n.d.). Mask-wearing requirement to be lifted. 

https://www.news.gov.hk/eng/2023/02/20230228/20230228_095007_996.html. 

27 Hung, E. (2024). Why are young Hongkongers still wearing masks despite end of Covid rules? 

https://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/health-environment/article/3257744/hong-kongs-covid-mask-rules-are-long-gone-so-

why-are-so-many-children-and-teenagers-still-covering. 

28 Cha, S. E., Ku, X., & Choi, I. (2023). Post COVID-19, still wear a face mask? Self-perceived facial attractiveness reduces mask-

wearing intention. Frontiers in Psychology, 14. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1084941 

29 Tam, V. C., Tam, S., Khaw, M., Law, H. K., Chan, C. P., & Lee, S. W. (2021). Behavioural insights and attitudes on community 

masking during the initial spread of COVID-19 in Hong Kong. Hong Kong Medical Journal, 27(2), 106-112. 

https://doi.org/10.12809/hkmj209015. 

30 32Primrose, R. & Chan, H.H. (2023). An addiction: masks come off slowly in Hong Kong as habit outlasts Covid. Financial Times. 

https://www.ft.com/content/e5d7fa78-642a-4189-8e83-bdbaad5ee172  

https://doi.org/10.1007/s41649-020-00120-8
https://www.who.int/news-room/feature-stories/detail/the-impact-of-covid-19-on-mental-health-cannot-be-made-light-of
https://doi.org/10.1186/s41235-022-00376-8
https://doi.org/10.1136/archdischild-2023-326215
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychres.2022.114755
https://www.news.gov.hk/eng/2023/02/20230228/20230228_095007_996.html
https://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/health-environment/article/3257744/hong-kongs-covid-mask-rules-are-long-gone-so-why-are-so-many-children-and-teenagers-still-covering
https://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/health-environment/article/3257744/hong-kongs-covid-mask-rules-are-long-gone-so-why-are-so-many-children-and-teenagers-still-covering
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1084941
https://doi.org/10.12809/hkmj209015
https://www.ft.com/content/e5d7fa78-642a-4189-8e83-bdbaad5ee172
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Relational Autonomy 

In recent years, bioethicists have emphasized relational autonomy as a way to incorporate a wider variety of ethical 

experience.31 For purposes of this paper, the definition of relational autonomy is the capacity to make decisions as an 

individual embedded in social relationships.32  Humans are always involved in a network of social relations. Their 

choices are highly influenced by social categories like gender, ethnicity, and culture.33 The broader conception of 

autonomy may provide a robust alternative to thinner, individually centered definitions and can encompass responses 

like those seen in Hong Kong more completely. This approach may also provide a more sustainable ethical grounding 

for intrusive social interventions in future crises.34  

In Hong Kong, high mask mandate compliance during the pandemic may be evidence of relational autonomy. It has a 

network of close physical and social relations, partially due to crowding and limited living space. As of 2022, close to 

30 percent of Hong Kong’s over 7 million residents live in public rental housing.35 As of March 2023, the average living 

space for renters was 13.8 square meters per person. A large population of poor people live in cage homes, which are 

subdivided flats with bed-sized areas enclosed in wire mesh.36 Individual autonomy is hard to exercise without the 

input or influence of others who share this small, confined space.  

In addition to being a reflection of physical space, relational autonomy can also align with deeper historical and 

cultural norms. In Chinese society, the concept of family is often tightly bound by traditional and cultural values. In 

the Chinese language, ‘autonomy’ (zi-zhu, 自主) also means self-determination of units of people, such as a family 

and community, rather than individuals. Under this conception of autonomy, family members of a patient are involved 

in making healthcare decisions together with the patient. This version of autonomy is more family-centric than 

individual-based; consideration of the group may supersede individual consideration.  

Conceptions of autonomy are further linked to communitarian values held by many Chinese people, including those 

in Hong Kong. Individual autonomy in Chinese culture is strongly influenced by a culture of filial considerations. 

 

31 Campbell, S., MacKenzie, C., & Stoljar, N. (2002). Review of relational autonomy: Feminist perspectives on autonomy, agency, 

and the social self. Hypatia, 17(2), 165-168. https://www.jstor.org/stable/3810758; Delgado, J. (2019). Re-thinking relational 

autonomy: Challenging the triumph of autonomy through vulnerability. Bioethics Update, 5(1), 50-65. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bioet.2018.12.001; Gómez-Vírseda, C., & Usanos, R. A. (2021). Relational autonomy: Lessons from 

COVID-19 and twentieth-century philosophy. Medicine, Health Care and Philosophy, 24, 493-505. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11019-021-10035-2. 

32  Delgado, J. (2019). Re-thinking relational autonomy: Challenging the triumph of autonomy through vulnerability. Bioethics 

Update, 5(1), 50-65. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bioet.2018.12.001. 

33  Varkey, B. (2021). Principles of clinical ethics and their application to practice. Medical Principles and Practice, 30(1), 17-28. 

https://doi.org/10.1159/000509119. 

34 Gómez-Vírseda, C., & Usanos, R. A. (2021). Relational autonomy: Lessons from COVID-19 and twentieth-century philosophy. 

Medicine, Health Care and Philosophy, 24, 493-505. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11019-021-10035-2. 

35 Statista. (n.d.). Hong Kong: Public rental housing average living space per person 2023. 

https://www.statista.com/statistics/630746/hong-kong-public-rental-housing-average-living-space-per-

person/#:~:text=As%20of%20March%202023%2C%20the. 

36 Bergstresser, S. M., Ghias, K., Lane, S., Lau, W.-M., Hwang, I. S. S., Miu, O., Klitzman, R., & Ng, H. K. (2020). What does it mean 

for a case to be ‘local’?: The importance of local relevance and resonance for bioethics education in the Asia-Pacific region. Asian 

Bioethics Review, 12(2), 173-194. https://doi.org/10.1007/s41649-020-00120-8. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/3810758
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bioet.2018.12.001
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11019-021-10035-2
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bioet.2018.12.001
https://doi.org/10.1159/000509119
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11019-021-10035-2
https://www.statista.com/statistics/630746/hong-kong-public-rental-housing-average-living-space-per-person/%23:~:text=As%20of%20March%202023%2C%20the
https://www.statista.com/statistics/630746/hong-kong-public-rental-housing-average-living-space-per-person/%23:~:text=As%20of%20March%202023%2C%20the
https://doi.org/10.1007/s41649-020-00120-8
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Communitarianism is the interlinking idea that human identities are largely shaped by different kinds of constitutive 

communities or social relations and that this conception of human nature should inform our moral and political 

judgments as well as policies and institutions.37 Pure individualism is not considered ideal for forming moral judgments 

and making daily decisions. Humans are not meant to live alone; they need a sense of belonging, acceptance, and 

identity in their community. Interdependence motivates and nurtures an individual to care for others out of moral 

obligation. Communitarianism and relational autonomy reflect a more nuanced understanding of how human 

identities are shaped by constitutive communities and impact moral and political judgments as well as policies and 

institutions.38  

Relational autonomy could be a result of such undesirable social and environmental conditions. It is a relatively 

dynamic attribute that considers relationship complexities reflecting a more precise reality.39 On a positive note, a 

family sharing a small living space can live happily if there is enough support and love. This echoes the concept that 

relational autonomy does not necessarily reject the notion of self but reflects how an individual with support from 

family and friends can make decisions and enjoy autonomy while considering others. Willingness to comply with mask 

mandates during the pandemic aligns with these general cultural differences between the Chinese and the 

Americans.40  

Adherence to Mask Mandate is an Act of Both Personal and Relational Autonomy 

It is common for sick people in Hong Kong to wear masks in public places during cold and flu seasons to protect 

themselves and minimize spread.41 The original intention of Asians wearing masks was not to protect themselves but 

to protect others first.42 The high mask compliance in Hong Kong is not only due to its past experiences, but also a 

sense of collective responsibility and civic duty to reduce disease transmission. It is an active expression of autonomy–

both personal and relational–which is perceived differently in some parts of the West. Mask mandates allow 

individuals to do what they want to do, like protecting themselves and others in a health crisis in a densely populated 

city like Hong Kong. 

Hong Kong Chinese people are inclined to include others in their considerations and actions due to cultural and 

philosophical influences. Exercising their autonomy, including relational autonomy, by choosing to adhere to mask 

 

37  Bell, D. (2024). Communitarianism. Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. June 7, 2024. 

https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/communitarianism/.  

38  Bell, D. (2024). Communitarianism. Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. June 7, 2024. 

https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/communitarianism/.  

39 Delgado, J. (2019). Re-thinking relational autonomy: Challenging the triumph of autonomy through vulnerability. Bioethics 

Update, 5(1), 50-65. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bioet.2018.12.001. 

40 Choi, H. A., & Lee, O. E. (2021). To mask or to unmask, that is the question: Facemasks and anti-Asian violence during COVID-

19. Journal of Human Rights and Social Work, 6, 237-245. https://doi.org/10.1007/s41134-021-00172-2; Burgess, A., & Horii, M. 

(2012). Risk, ritual and health responsibilisation: Japan’s ‘safety blanket’ of surgical face mask-wearing. Sociology of Health & 

Illness, 34(8), 1184-1198. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9566.2012.01466.x.  

41  Wada, K., Oka-Ezoe, K., & Smith, D. R. (2012). Wearing face masks in public during the influenza season may reflect other 

positive hygiene practices in Japan. BMC Public Health, 12(1). https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-2458-12-1065. 

42  Choi, H. A., & Lee, O. E. (2021). To mask or to unmask, that is the question: Facemasks and anti-Asian violence during COVID-

19. Journal of Human Rights and Social Work, 6, 237-245. https://doi.org/10.1007/s41134-021-00172-2. 
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mandates during the pandemic is closely linked to the communitarian values that are heavily influenced by 

Confucianism.  

A Comparison with the US 

The willingness to wear masks during the COVID-19 pandemic was not restricted to Chinese people or East Asians in 

general. Many Westerners also embraced face masks during the outbreak, but the sharp difference between the rates 

of compliance and the protests against mask mandates was notable between the East and the West.43 Those with 

preexisting conditions who felt fragile and vulnerable to infections, or wanted to protect the people who did, donned 

masks regardless of location. Cancer patients in the US felt unprotected from COVID-19 when there was no mask 

mandate.44 Some were harassed and insulted by “anti-maskers” when they wore masks for their protection. In certain 

cases, patients were anxious when their health care providers didn’t wear masks. To others, mask mandates were 

perceived as restrictions infringing on their freedom. 45  Traditionally, individual rights and freedom are highly 

esteemed in the US.46 Anti-mask rallies across North America further divided the public on mask use.47 This resistance, 

due to its individualistic nature,48 was especially apparent during the initial spread of the virus. However, not all 

reasons for refusing to wear a mask were explicitly political. The top three reasons for opposing public mask wearing 

in the US were physical discomfort and negative effects, lack of effectiveness, and being unnecessary or inappropriate 

for certain people or under certain circumstances. Apart from individual freedom, there were medical and social 

reasons for not complying with mask mandates during the pandemic.  

 

43 Choi, H. A., & Lee, O. E. (2021). To mask or to unmask, that is the question: Facemasks and anti-Asian violence during COVID-

19. Journal of Human Rights and Social Work, 6, 237-245. https://doi.org/10.1007/s41134-021-00172-2; Burgess, A., & Horii, M. 

(2012). Risk, ritual and health responsibilisation: Japan’s ‘safety blanket’ of surgical face mask-wearing. Sociology of Health & 

Illness, 34(8), 1184-1198. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9566.2012.01466.x; Burgess, A., & Horii, M. (2012). Risk, ritual and 

health responsibilisation: Japan’s ‘safety blanket’ of surgical face mask-wearing. Sociology of Health & Illness, 34(8), 1184-1198. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9566.2012.01466.x; Wong, T. (2020). Corona 19: Countries with or without mask. BBC News 

Singapore. https://www.bbc.com/news/world-52015486.  

44  Forster, V. (2022). Lack of mask mandates leaves cancer patients feeling unprotected. Cancer Therapy Advisor. 

https://www.cancertherapyadvisor.com/features/lack-of-mask-mandates-leaves-cancer-patients-feeling-

unprotected/#:~:text=A%20lack%20of%20mask%20mandates. 

45 Taylor & Asmundson (2021); Warick, J. (2020). Anti-mask sentiment ‘very similar to brainwashing,’ prof says in wake of Sask. 

COVID-19 protest. CBC. https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/saskatoon/anti-mask-sentiment-very-similar-to-brainwashing-prof-

says-in-wake-of-sask-covid-19-protest-1.5831872#:~:text=Saskatoon-. 

46  Song, S., & Choi, Y. (2022, November 16). Differences in the COVID-19 pandemic response between South Korea and the 

United States: A comparative analysis of culture and policies. Journal of Asian and African Studies, 58(2), 196-213. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/00219096221137655; Rains, S. A., Colombo, P. M., Quick, B. L., & Kriss, L. A. (2022). State mask 

mandates and psychological reactance theory: The role of political partisanship and COVID-19 risk in mask adoption and 

resistance. Social Science & Medicine, 314, 115479. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2022.115479. 

47 Bogart, N. (2020). Anti-mask rallies held across Canada despite increased support for mandatory masks. 

https://www.ctvnews.ca/health/coronavirus/anti-mask-rallies-held-across-canada-despite-increased-support-for-mandatory-

masks-1.5031078 

48 Rains, S. A., Colombo, P. M., Quick, B. L., & Kriss, L. A. (2022). State mask mandates and psychological reactance theory: The 

role of political partisanship and COVID-19 risk in mask adoption and resistance. Social Science & Medicine, 314, 115479. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2022.115479. 
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Varying Recommendations Among Countries and Trust in Experts  

Not all debates about mandates are as clear as an analysis of autonomy. Trust in health experts, medical organizations, 

and health authorities is an important factor that correlates with citizens’ compliance during pandemics.49 Doctors 

and scientists were often among the most trusted professions.50  

Post-pandemic, many studies have reported a lower trust in doctors and scientists.51 Contrasting views on face masks, 

especially during the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, contributed to this decrease in trust.52 In the US, the CDC 

did not recommend mask-wearing and even said masks would not be effective, contrary to the approaches of Asian 

countries. It later reversed course, saying mask mandates would be effective, recommending mask use in April 2020 

for individuals with respiratory symptoms who had close contact with family members.53 By contrast, early on, some 

Chinese government officials and public health experts called for universal use of face masks in public spaces. 

Inconsistent official guidelines and expert opinions confused the public and health care professionals, and hindered 

risk communications during the pandemic, complicating the acceptance of mask mandates beyond underlying ethical 

precepts.54 

Counterarguments 

Despite its usefulness during the COVID-19 pandemic, masking is not free of side effects. The most obvious downside 

is its physical discomfort, causing difficulty breathing, facial irritation, headache, etc.55 Mask mandates had many 

social and developmental costs, especially for young children. As noted above, mask mandates came at a huge 

 

49 Chen, G., Zhang H., Hu, Y., & Luo, C. (2024). Trust as a catalyst: Revealing the impact of government trust and professional trust 

on public health policy compliance during a pandemic. BMC Public Health, 24(1). https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-024-18449-2 

50 Clemence, M. & Jackson, C. (2022). Doctors and scientists are seen as the world’s most trustworthy professions. Ipsos Global 

Trustworthiness Index 2022. https://www.ipsos.com/en/global-trustworthiness-index-2022 

51 Soliman, A. (2024, November 14). US trust in scientists plunged during the pandemic — But it’s starting to recover. Nature. 

www.nature.com/articles/d41586-024-03723-5, https://doi.org/10.1038/d41586-024-03723-5. 

52 He, L., He, C., Reynolds, T. L., Bai, Q., Huang, Y., Li, C., Zheng, K., & Chen, Y. (2021). Why do people oppose mask wearing? A 

comprehensive analysis of US tweets during the COVID-19 pandemic. Journal of the American Medical Informatics Association, 

28(7). https://doi.org/10.1093/jamia/ocab047. 

53 Dwyer, C., & Aubrey, A. (2020). “CDC Now Recommends Americans Consider Wearing Cloth Face Coverings in Public.” NPR, 

April 3, 2020. https://www.npr.org/sections/coronavirus-live-updates/2020/04/03/826219824/president-trump-says-cdc-now-

recommends-americans-wear-cloth-masks-in-public; Fisher, K. A., Barile, J. P., Guerin, R. J., Vanden Esschert, K. L. Jeffers, A., Tian, 

L. H., Garcia-Williams, A., Gurbaxani, B., Thompson, W. W., & Prue, C. E. (2020). Factors associated with cloth face covering use 

among adults during the COVID-19 pandemic — United States, April and May 2020. MMWR Morbidity and Mortality Weekly 

Report, 69(28), 933-937. https://doi.org/10.15585/mmwr.mm6928e3. 

54 Chan, K. H., & Yuen, K.-Y. (2020). COVID-19 epidemic: Disentangling the re-emerging controversy about medical facemasks 

from an epidemiological perspective. International Journal of Epidemiology, 49(4), 1063-

1066.https://doi.org/10.1093/ije/dyaa044. 

55  Bakhit, M., Krzyzaniak, N., Scott, A. M., Clark, J., Glasziou, P., & Mar, C. D. (2021). Downsides of face masks and possible 

mitigation strategies: A systematic review and meta-analysis. BMJ Open, 11(2), e044364. https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2020-

044364. 
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personal cost.56 Apart from the physical discomfort, there were increased senses of self-social isolation and anxiety; 

children could not develop their language and social skills; people with hearing difficulties could not understand and 

communicate effectively.57 Even if relational autonomy applied, the influence of and benefit to the greater community 

calls for a balanced analysis and evidence-based policies. Consideration of the uncertainty during the early pandemic 

and the noted problems associated with long-term mask wearing may justify some degree of opposition to masking. 

Arguably, relational autonomy is already implicitly part of the practice of autonomy in the US. A person’s values are 

shaped by their family upbringing, education, experience, and their surrounding communities. An individual is free to 

consult anyone when making healthcare decisions and evaluating public health recommendations. A recent survey 

showed that about 43 percent of Americans believed that it is extremely important to wear a mask in crowded settings 

when feeling sick.58 In the same survey, 74 percent of people agreed that it is also extremely important to avoid 

contact with vulnerable people when feeling sick. These findings show that many Americans are also considerate 

about the well-being of other people as a group or community while at the same time exercising their own autonomy 

to protect themselves by wearing masks.   

These findings show it is wrong to assume that everyone in the US was an anti-masker. Anti-masking may be rooted 

in the deep political divides of the US population. Democrats and Republicans are seldom aligned and their views 

towards the mask mandates also vary widely. Republicans had significantly more negative attitudes toward masks and 

lower intentions to wear them.59 These competing factors show that it is important to treat values like autonomy with 

nuance and consider the range of opinions and political tensions within a population as well as between.  

Conclusion  

Key differences existed between American and Hong Kong Chinese people’s attitudes toward mask-wearing during 

the pandemic. Hong Kong Chinese people were accustomed to wearing masks in crowded spaces, when they were 

unwell, or while taking care of the young or the elderly at home, even after the mask mandate ended. It was 

considered an act of personal autonomy, yet it also explicitly reflects relational autonomy. Countries with more 

developed traditions of relational autonomy stemming from communitarian or family-oriented traditions had higher 

compliance with mask mandates. Their people gave up a certain extent of “freedom” to ensure a higher level of safety 

for themselves, their family, and society amid the pandemic. In some parts of the US, people prioritized individual 

freedom and self-comfort. The US and other Western world leaders, including medical professionals, undermined 

 

56 World Health Organization. (2022). The impact of COVID-19 on mental health cannot be made light of. 

https://www.who.int/news-room/feature-stories/detail/the-impact-of-covid-19-on-mental-health-cannot-be-made-light-of. 

57 Poon, B. T., & Jenstad, L. M. 2022. Communication with face masks during the COVID-19 pandemic for adults with hearing loss. 

Cognitive Research Principles and Implications 7 (1). https://doi.org/10.1186/s41235-022-00376-8; Sandlund, J., Ram, D., Shamez, 

N. L., Kelly, S., Jeanne, N., & Tracy, B. H. 2023. “Child Mask Mandates for COVID-19: A Systematic Review.” Archives of Disease in 

Childhood, 109(3), e1-e7. https://doi.org/10.1136/archdischild-2023-326215; Ramdani, C., Michael, O., & Antoine, C. (2022). 

Communicating and reading emotion with masked faces in the Covid era: A short review of the literature. Psychiatry Research, 

316(July), 114755. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychres.2022.114755. 
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their own credibility and thus public trust in them due to unclear guidelines and policies at the beginning of the 

pandemic, making it hard for citizens to abide by mask mandates at a later stage. Asian people, in general, displayed 

a higher level of trust in their public health authorities, creating mutually reinforcing tendencies that made the public 

more willing to embrace mask mandates.  

In conclusion, traditional values and principles upheld by the Hong Kong Chinese people influence how autonomy is 

perceived and exercised. The concept of autonomy evolves with historical experience and can be impacted by a 

sequence of events, cultural factors, social norms, and education. Using mask mandates as an example, relational 

autonomy accommodates a more inclusive definition of self-decision than traditional autonomy, as the former 

acknowledges and values the influence of relationships between people and their communities when making 

individual choices. Taking these relationships into account when designing policies, especially in times of crisis, can be 

critical to a successful response. 


