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Abstract
This article concerns the relation between health, the embodied self-tracking
subject and the environment in postsocialist China. Instead of simply expanding
the framework of neoliberal subject to the question of health and the
Æ
this article addresses the following two inter-related questions: (1) how might an
investigation of the practices of selfpostsocialist china afford a reconsideration of health; (2) how might an
examination of the ways in which health is interpreted, performed and negotiated
through practices of monitoring, measuring and recording a jog and the air quality
in postsocialist China rework the conception of self-tracking. This article examines
posts on Sina Weibo, which is one of the most popular social media platforms in
China, in which Weibo users record and describe their jog in the smog. It argues
that the configuration and performance of health and the embodied self-tracking
subjects are multiple, and are informed by, negotiated with and find expressions
in the environment in postsocialist China.

In 2016 a photograph tweeted by Facebook founder Mark Zuckerberg, which
shows him jogging past the Tiananmen gate in Beijing on a smoggy day, went
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was not only undeterred by the thick grey haze, but was in good health and
enjoying his jog. However, as many commentators and netizens have pointed out,
at the time the photo was taken, air pollution in Beijing was reportedly fifteen
times of safety level. Zuckerberg and his jogging companions were seen to ignore
-filtering masks and avoiding outdoor
exercise when pollution is high. Many netizens questioned whether this was
another attempt to please the Chinese authorities and get Facebook into the
Chinese market, where it is banned. Others shifted the attention to the question
of censorship, suggesting that Zuckerberg had to bypass the firewall to access
Twitter while he was in China. Still others criticized Zuckerberg for being
politically insensitive by jogging on the ground where Chinese students fought
democracy in 1989.
a term that is now most often associated with this photo is part
[^]]‘_
kilometers) in 2016, and he shared photos that marked his jog in cities such as
Berlin, Barcelona, Rome, Lagos, and Palo Alto. In the same year, he also started
Æ
than 120,000 members.
Many members also uploaded photos as well as shared details such as the speed,
duration, and distance of their jog. The smog jog photo, therefore, could be
considered a form of self-tracking. In fact, recording and sharing data and images
of the smog jog on social media have become a common practice among Chinese
netizens in recent years. On Chinese social media platforms, such as Sina Weibo,
many netizens share a diverse set of data, including the route, time, speed,
distance of a jog, the air quality index score during the time of jogging, and
photographs of themselves or the places they run past.
While an emerging body of research examines the phenomena of self-tracking,
this field of scholarly work typically focuses on questions such as self-optimization
and self-management, and the relation between digital data and embodied
health. Less attention has been paid to the ways in which practices of recording
and publishing images and data of a jog are always located in, shaped by, and, in
turn, shape specific social, economic, political, and environmental configurations,
as my
(2017b)
observes,

social groups located in the Global North who are tracking their health
indicators because they are already conforming to the ideals of the
2 | Catalyst: Feminism, Theory, Technoscience 7 (1)

Xin Liu, 2021

Special Section: Self-Tracking, Embodied Differences, and the Politics and Ethics of Health

responsibilised, self-managing and entrepreneurial citizen. We know
little as yet about how the members of marginalised or stigmatised
groups engage in self-tracking, resist it or even re-invent it. How are
elderly people, people from minority ethnic or racial groups, people
with poor literacy skills or people with disabilities engaging (or not) in
self-tracking? How are people living outside the Global North using
these technologies? (3)

I agree with Lupton on the need to decenter the conceptualization of self-tracking
practices by attending to the specific context in which the practices are situated.
However, my intention here is not simply to add to the field of research of the
self-tracking experiences of the Other. Rather, I suggest that decentering entails
reworking the parameters that define the concept of health and healthy bodies.
For example, despite different approaches to digitized health some put
emphasis on the regulatory and mediating force of the abstract and disembodied
data (see, for example, Kenner 2015), others underscore the social and affective
aspects of health data (see, for example, Maturo and Setiffi 2015)1 the analysis
of health is typically grounded in the individual body, which functions as the basic
unit of measurement. I suggest that it is important to rethink, rather than simply
inserting new data into, the existing framework upon which questions concerning
self and self-tracking are posed.

tracked and discussed. It does not begin with a notion of health as a property of a
self-present individual body, that is separated from, although affected by, the
environment. Instead, this article explores the materialization of health in,
Æ
ZXYZ
(2012) theorÆ
to the ways in which air is sensed and made sense of through material-discursive
ÆY\^Æ
environmental politics, as well as forms of measurement. This article proceeds as
follows. First, I provide a brief introduction of the practice of jogging and selftracking against the backdrop of the sports boom, the issue of environmental
pollution, as well as the role of social media in shaping the social and political
landscape in China. Second, I explain the feminist materialist and intersectional
approaches utilized in this article. Third, I elaborate on the methods for collecting
and analyzing data. Fourth, I analyze a few posts that discuss and track jogging in
smog on Weibo, one of the most popular Chinese social media platforms. Finally, I
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conclude by laying bare my approach to self-tracking and health in the context of
postsocialist China.

Jogging, Air Pollution, Self-tracking and Environmental
Data Sharing on Social Media
While jogging has long been a part of the health routine in China, in recent years,
it is becoming increasingly popular among the urban middle class. According to
the China Athletic Association, there were 1,900 running races organized in China
in 2019, which attracted a total of 7.2 million participants (XinhauNet 2019). New
running tracks have been installed in many cities. For example, in Shanghai, in
addition to newly built running tracks by the river and in parks, a smart running
track equipped with a facial recognition system and heart rate monitors was put
to use in 2017. Furthermore, practices such as joining a running club, participating
in a race, sporting athletic gear from popular fitness brands, using fitness apps and
wearing devices to track, measure a jog, and learn how to improve and optimize
performance have become the new markers of privilege, since the postsocialist
boom in luxury goods, education, and tourism, which differentiates the urban
middle class from the others.
I use the term postsocialist
largely embraced global market capitalism while the legacies of socialist values
2017,
7). The postsocialist transitions are characterized by hybridity and ambivalences,
and not the replacement of a pure socialist economic and value system by the allencompassing market reform and neoliberal values and governance (Cooper
2011). Such a hybrid form is tellingly manifested in, for example, the
postcollective era healthcare reforms that steadily erode the state welfare
provision, on the one hand, and reinforce the figure of a healthy national body,
whose interest should be served and defended by the individual citizens, on the
other hand. And yet, despite the emphasis on self-responsibility as serving the
common good, the past decades of postsocialist reforms saw increasing collective
contestations against issues such as increased socioeconomic inequalities,
unequal access to medical care, and the persistent problem of environmental
pollution.
The development of Chinese social media platforms and the ways in which they
shape the social and political landscape are especially important and interesting
against this backdrop (see, for example, Deluca, Brunner, and Sun 2016). In 2019
there were over 882 million social media users in China, a sharp increase from 22.5
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million users in 2000 (Statista 2020). Thanks to its affordance of instant
information sharing, diverse forms of content textual, visual, and audio that
can be generated and uploaded by users, and interpersonal communications and
networks, social media platforms in China have become one of the most dynamic
spaces in which netizens follow and share information that is different from, and
sometimes even contradicts, information shared via mainstream media outlets.
standard is a good example. In 2011 Pan Shiyi, a Chinese real estate magnate and
a prominent public figure, took notice of the disparities between the air quality
index (AQI) tweeted by the American embassy in Beijing, which measured PM 2.5,
and the air quality rating issued by the Chinese government, which excluded the
measurement of PM 2.5. Pan launched an unofficial vote on Weibo and asked his
millions of followers to vote whether Chinese authorities should adopt
international standard for measuring air quality. This event is regarded as one of
the catalysts for the changing air quality measurement practices in China. In
February 2012 the measurement of PM 2.5 was officially included in the national
ambient air quality standards in China. It is important to note, however, that
although the problem of air pollution is no longer denied by the authorities, it
remains a sensitive topic and is subject to censorship on social media.
In an attempt to reduce public resentment, which is seen to pose threat to social
stability and economic development, the government initiated a new healthcare
reform in 2009 and has continuously increased its investments in the health
Æ
launched under the
leadership of Xi Jinping in 2016 puts emphasis on healthy lifestyle and physical
fitness supported by technologically and scientifically innovative health services,
such as smart cities, as well as an expanded health industry, which would become
a linchpin of Chinese national economy (World Health Organization, n.d.). And
yet, as Jiong Tu (2019) observes, despite the increased investment in the health
Æ
-of-pocket expenditures in health care are
Y‘
collective era, the new healthcare reform configures health as simultaneously the
responsibility and capacity of the individual, and the defining feature of the fit
technologically advanced, economically prosperous, and socially stable national
body. Such a configuration not only produces new hierarchies based on
differential access to, consumption of, and investment in health, but also puts the
responsibility for individual and national fitness on the individual and
delegitimizes and stigmatizes collective contestations of risk (such as
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environmental and health risk) as threats to the health of the national body (see
also Cooper 2011).
As the above discussions have shown, the phenomenon of tracking and discussing
smog jog on Chinese social media is situated in the intersections of a few
important issues such as healthcare reform, social and economic inequalities,
environmental pollution, as well as the movements on and surveillance of social
media. Instead of juxtaposing them, I approach them in terms of intersectional
relations of power that are materialized in and negotiated by the jogging and selftracking body. In the next section, I elaborate on the theoretical frameworks that I
adopt for such an approach.

Feminist Materialist and Intersectional Approach
To analyze how these different forms of power relations intersect and shape the
practices of self-tracking the smog jog on social media, I turn to a feminist
intersectiZXYXÆ
the importance of intersectionality does not mean that feminist theorists are in
\a
here does not permit a thorough engagement with feminist debates on
intersectionality. However, I wish to clarify that in this article I draw on what
ZXYX
,
on intersections, but without using the concept
^‘
Instead of beginning with and reproducing social categories of race, class, and
gender, for example, as if the logics that govern their operation can be applied
irrespective of the context, I use an implicit intersectional approach to examine
-atmospheric
issues such as the sports boom, the changing relation between the citizen and the
state, environmental pollution, socioeconomic inequalities, as well as the role of
social media platforms in China. Furthermore, this intersectional approach also
takes into account human and nonhuman relations, such as the relation between
the body, the air, the environment, and the numerical data provided by fitness
apps, which, according to Lykke,
intersectionality analysis.
In an attempt to analyze the human and nonhuman relations materialized in the
practices of jogging, breathing, and self-tracking in the social media posts, I also
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draw on feminist materialist approaches that challenge the separation between
the subject and the object, between the textual and the biological body. For
example, in rethinking the body in terms of corporeography (Kirby 1997), Vicki
ZXYY
e of corporeality to mathematize,
Æ^[Æ
lines, the strict distinction installed between qualitative/cultural descriptions and
quantitative/scientific measures of the body is called into question (see, for
example, Liu 2018). Moreover, on this account, the body and the environment are
Æ
(Haraway 1988, 591).
The feminist materialist theoretical framework that I utilize is in line with the
sociomaterial approach to self-tracking developed by Lupton (2017b), which
digital devices are incorporated into our
everyday routines, entangled with our sense of self, our experience of
embodiment, our acquisition of knowledge and meaning making and our social
(37). Importantly, in underscoring contingent, embodied, and affective
relationalities, the sociomaterial approach provides analytical affordance of
ambiguities and negotiations that exceed an oppositional account that either
emphasizes the determining and oppressive force of norms coded in the
algorithms of the apps
2018, 12), or the
agency of the self-managing and self-optimizing subject (see also Ruckenstein
and Schüll 2017). For example, in her study on food-tracking apps, Lupton (2018)
observes the multiple and ambivalent affect and effect of using these apps. While
some respondents feel that the apps provide important information and help
them to feel better and being in control, others feel anxious and judged; still
others experience frustration and disappointment as the apps do not deliver what
they promised.
The possibility for examining the ambivalent and multiple experiences of selftracking that the sociomaterial approach affords is particularly important for
researching the smog jog in the postsocialist context. Performing outdoor
exercise when air is polluted raises questions about how risks and health are
understood and negotiated, and cannot be reduced to either the question of
neoliberal subject or the issue of normative regulation of what counts as a healthy
ÆÆ
jogs, where, how the jog is measured, and how information is shared are
questions that concern issues such as socioeconomic inequalities, internet
surveillance, and competing local and global representations of China. The
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feminist intersectional approach that I adopt affords an account of the
intersectional relations of power that are sometimes elided in the sociomaterial
approaches to self-tracking by virtue of its preoccupation with the assemblage
Æ
-encompassing fashion that dilutes its
analytical pow
2017, 230). In the next section, I explain
the methods for data collection and analysis that are in line with the feminist
materialist and intersectional approaches and that allow the exploration of the
multiple ways in which health is understood, felt, performed, and negotiated
through the self-tracking of smog jog.

Data Collection and Method
This article analyzes entries about smog jog on Sina Weibo, one of the most
popular social media platforms in China. Since 2016 I have been occasionally
Æ
-in
search engine and the keyword fƒ 7Ø(smog) to check the content that people
posted. For each search, Weibo provides up to fifty pages of content. Each page
contains around twenty posts. After seeing that many posts are about jogging
when the air is polluted, I started using the keyword fƒ 7Ø2I (smog jog)to
search for contents that are most related to jogging in smog. I also save some of
Æ
which is a digital archiving function provided by Weibo. At the time of writing, I
have saved 5,558 posts, 305 of which are about smog jog.
Not all of the posts include quantitative data. As Lupton (2016) Æ
self-trackers record nonquantifiable data as part of their practice; such data
include journal accounts of their daily activities, emotional states, and
Z‘
posts include both textual and visual contents. And it should be noted that the
visual images are often not generated by the same app, but produced by a
combination of different apps or digital devices. The representation of images
here mirrors the diverse ways in which images are shared and interpreted. Images
are important for the analysis for the following reasons. First, many netizens find
their own perception of air quality, visualized through photos, for example, more
Æ
earlier denial of the air pollution problem. These images are often used to either
provide evidence for the perceived air quality or to question the air quality index
scores. Second, the images in these posts often make visible the elements of a jog
that the Weibo users wish to highlight. They might supplement or contradict the
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textual description. Last but not least, images are often used to evade censorship
on social media, and to convey information that cannot be shared through texts.

method is, but what a method can ÆZXY‘Æ
progresses from a set of questions that guide the analysis and a series of
]
words, the aim to gain an insight into the mult
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