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Abstract. In the era of media socialization, digital technology penetrates all lev-

els of social life, and the structure and mode of online fitness value creation are 

supplemented and developed. As a new type of labour, cloud fitness forms a 

composite of body, technology, and media and is set in the post-epidemic era. 

Using a combination of interviews and participatory observation, and combining 

digital labour theory and alienated labour theory, this study finds that the bodies 

of "cloud fitness practitioners" encounter the double alienation of being disci-

plined and consumed after becoming labour products and that labour behaviours 

face the danger of "reverse domestication" under the coercion of technology and 

media, and that capital, technology, and media are in danger of "reverse domes-

tication. "The labour behaviour faces the threat of "reverse domestication" under 

the coercion of technology and media, and the labour relationship between capi-

tal, bloggers and fans is commodified into the relationship between numbers and 

figures, and the essential characteristics of human beings are consumed in the 

digital exchange. 
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1 Introduction 

"Cloud fitness, also known as "online fitness," "live fitness," and "Internet + fitness," 

is a new fitness scene built by new media technology, including live fitness, fitness 

apps, wearable device fitness and other types of fitness, integrating fitness teaching, 

fitness consultation and fitness condition detection. According to the China Fitness In-

dustry Data Report 2022, produced under the guidance of the China Fitness Associa-

tion, the number of people working out in offline fitness gyms decreased in 2022 due 

to the impact of the epidemic, while the number of people working out online rose 

sharply, with youths aged 18-30 years old predominantly accounting for 52.6% of the 

total. In the post-epidemic environment, people's health awareness has increased, and 

fitness has become an alternative to cope with the uncertainty of the risk of national 

policy encouragement and capital into the accelerated development of "cloud fitness." 

At present, the research on "cloud fitness" focuses on the analysis of communication 

effect, interactive scene construction and expression of body vision, such as Shi Yinyue 

using literature analysis to explore the reasons for the explosion of "live broadcasting  
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+ fitness," the problems, and put forward suggestions for the future development [1], 

Wang Shanshan based on scene theory to analyze the impact of "cloud fitness" scene 

on viewers' behaviour [2],  Ge Shifan takes Keep female users as an example to discuss 

women's body training in the context of digital fitness. However, she only discusses the 

labour relations between platforms and bloggers and between bloggers and their fans 

in the third part of the paper [3] and doesn't systematically sort out the heterogeneity 

that fitness users suffer from in the whole practice. 

Generally speaking, academics have paid less attention to the "cloud fitness" group, 

mainly focusing on the communication effect from the macro level and the lack of re-

search on the power structure and psychological mechanism in cloud fitness. Therefore, 

based on digital labour theory and alienated labour theory, this paper looks at "cloud 

fitness" from the perspective of digital labour and tries to answer the following ques-

tions: How does the behaviour of cloud fitness practitioners constitute digital labour in 

this complex field? What is the power mechanism of cloud fitness practitioners in the 

fitness process? 

2 Research Methodology 

This paper takes the Keep platform as an example and adopts the in-depth interview 

method, including both offline and online forms; the researcher interviews 8 fitness 

practitioners online and 2 offline fitness practitioners from July to December 2023, with 

the interview time ranging from 20-35 minutes. Combined with participatory observa-

tion, cloud labour psychology and the labour process of cloud fitness practitioners on 

the Keep platform were excavated. The basic information of the interviewees is as fol-

lows: 

Table 1. Basic information of respondents 

Name Gender Age Career Type of fitness Gym time Fitness frequency 

Wen Jun male 20 university student Running, playing table tennis biennial once every two days 

Xiao Ke male 23 
postgraduate stu-

dent 
Running, badminton third year Five times a week 

A Chu male 24 media worker Jumping rope, running, riding half a year Twice a week 

Zhi Qiang male 30 
electronics manu-

facturing 
Running, push-ups, sit-ups biennial once every two days 

Bu Yang male 36 
Keep domain ex-

pert 

Running, cross-country, 

stretching 
six years everyday 

Si Ying women 21 
postgraduate stu-

dent 
Jumping rope, running four-year Seven times a month 

Cao Shuai women 20 university student 
Running, jumping rope, climb-

ing, yoga 

a year and a 

half 
everyday 

Peggy women 19 university student Running, cycling, badminton first year everyday 

Fan Fan women 31 
Corporate Vice 

President 
Keep Course Follow-Up 

four and a half 

years 
everyday 

Fei Di women 32 
Teacher and fit-

ness blogger 
Yoga, jump rope, calisthenics four-year everyday 
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3 Analysis and Findings 

3.1 Alienation of the Product of Labour: the Constructed Standard of 

Physiological Numbers 

An examination of the history of fitness reveals that the concept of the body in our 

fitness movement has long been profoundly by social structures and circumstances. 

With the establishment of the market economy, the state has reduced its direct inter-

vention in sports; however, with the gradual development of a consumer-oriented soci-

ety, commercial capital has become a hidden disciplinary force behind the fitness 

movement. 

The Manufactured Body: A Perspective on Capital-Dominated Space 

As a critical site for generating discourse and enforcing discipline, space is important 

in Foucault's power analysis. Foucault borrowed the British utilitarian Bianchin's idea 

of the "panoramic open prison" and imagined it as a universal social structure, and it is 

in such a landscape where "everyone is watched" that a new system of social surveil-

lance is established [4]. In Keep's cloud fitness scenario, the power of spatial discipline 

comes from two main aspects: ambiguity and transparency. 

With the development of digital information technology and new media, "cloud fit-

ness" is not subject to spatial regulation, and as a result, the digital fitness medium has 

gradually invaded the private sphere of daily life - the community, the office, the home, 

and even the bedroom has become a common place for people to work out. The unlim-

ited extension of fitness space is accompanied by the diffusion of fitness time, gradually 

blurring the boundaries between fitness, work and rest. On the other hand, the recording 

function and social attributes of digital media have enhanced the transparency of per-

sonal space, users are recorded in cyberspace, and the "panoramic prisons" in the tradi-

tional media era have shifted to a brand new state of surveillance: opposite-view prisons 

(where the majority watches the minority) and all-view prisons (where the majority 

oversees the majority) [5]. In the "community" section set up by Keep, ordinary indi-

viduals have the power to observe others, and at the same time, they also become the 

objects of gaze so that the tentacles of discipline reach all corners of life and people's 

most profound experience of heart flow in the name of fitness. 

The Consumed Body: A Symbol of Beauty and Health 

Jean Baudrillard, keenly observing that the body has become a more beautiful and 

precious commodity in the consumer package, proposes a double practice of the con-

sumer social structure and the dissonance of its bodily manifestations: the practice of 

the body as capital and the practice of the body as an object of consumption [6]. By 

manipulating symbols, capital accomplishes the double exchange of body and object: 

the body realizes the pursuit of beauty and health, and the object opens the production-

consumption chain. The body and the sign constitute a homogeneous symbolic net-

work, i.e., the "objectification of the body" and the "objectification of the body," medi-

ated by the produced symbols of beauty and health. 
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Beauty and health have become the absolute law of the body. On the one hand, the 

mermaid line, waistline, waist of a male dog, and swan arms have become the pursuit 

goals of modern people's bodies, and the abdominal muscle tearing program and the 

whole body assault dyeing program in the Keep course, as well as the precise control 

on the intake of carbohydrates, proteins, and fats in the dietary guideline, are the sym-

bolic feasts for people to choose from to realize the standardized pursuit of the body. 

On the other hand, especially since the post-epidemic era, people have shifted the focus 

of medical care from treatment to prevention, focusing on improving the quality of 

personal health and decentralizing health practices to daily life. Health is detached from 

the expensive medical and cosmetic fields, but the individual's daily practice creates a 

broader range of non-freedom, and the obligation of health is borne by the individual 

alone. "The main reason for fitness is to lose weight; when I was fat, I was not confident 

and had a bit of an inferiority complex, so I made up my mind to change, and I wanted 

to see what my slimmer self looked like." Cao Shuai said, as depicted in Table 1. This 

construction of the mainstream social fashion and the practice of health de-charming 

individualization makes people focus on the consumption of goods to achieve the re-

demption of their bodies, which is the appropriation of symbols by the logic of capital 

to reach a kind of benefit economy program. 

3.2 The Alienation of Labor Behavior: Physical Figures Held Hostage by 

Technology 

The use of media technology in the practice of "cloud fitness practitioners" optimizes 

fitness practices, but on the other hand, the media devices embedded in the body create 

a "human-computer symbiosis" in which the user's body is recorded, quantified, and 

evaluated. While fitness practitioners appear to be actively choosing technology, they 

are in danger of being "reverse-trained" by it. The time of use can be expressed in terms 

of quantifying the self during the workout and sharing the self after the workout. 

Self-quantification: Exploited Self-tracking Techniques 

With the in-depth development of media technology, the relationship between hu-

man beings and technology has become increasingly close, and the data presented by 

media technology has become an essential reference for quantifying the individual, 

leading to the rise of autism. Dataism refers to how an individual's social practices can 

be symbolized through quantification and numbers. The development of wearable de-

vices allows individuals to understand their physical indicators with precise quantita-

tive data, and the "natural person" becomes the "data person." 

In the practice of running and fitness, wearable devices can record the user's data 

such as running track, distance, time, step frequency, heart rate, etc., and generate a 

map of the user's exercise data after the exercise, which on the one hand enriches the 

database of the platform, and on the other hand, the user can have a clearer understand-

ing of the self through the quantification of the self's data. To achieve the ideal data 

created by scientific knowledge, the user imagines it as the "idealized self" and con-

stantly motivates himself to go beyond the limits of his body towards the data, which 
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realizes the alienation of human beings at the physical level; at the psychological level, 

" The ideology of an external data processing system that understands our existence 

better than we can understand it ourselves disintegrates the space of subjectivity in 

which the individual can enjoy freedom [7]." When an individual falls far short of the 

target data, they become psychologically anxious [8], begin to doubt the self, the sense 

of self-identity decreases, and the mind becomes alienated. Reserve mentions that A 

Chu,a person in Table 1, turns his exercise bracelet on in advance every time before he 

goes downstairs to exercise, and for him, recording data is like the subconscious be-

haviour of dressing and eating. "You will feel a twinge of happiness when you reach 

today's training goal, and you will feel a bit lost when you don't, and strive to surpass 

yourself in the next workout." 

Self-exhibition: "digital competition" in Multimedia 

Complex media is a new media ecosystem established in the context of media con-

vergence, and some researchers have categorized the use of complex media into three 

scenarios: inter-multi-platform, intra-single-platform, and inter-platform swing across 

network boundaries [9] and this paper focuses on the use of media between multi-plat-

forms based on the functional focus of keep. 

The previous section discussed that users internalize social values to strengthen self-

identity, a domestication path from the outside in. In addition, users also display their 

self-image and perform impression management to gain the recognition of others to 

strengthen their self-identity, which is a performance path from the inside out. Based 

on the weak social relationship on the Keep platform, users will choose to share their 

fitness photos, data, and experiences on social media platforms such as WeChat, 

Xiaohongshu, and Tik Tok. However, in the social environment of "involution" every-

where, fitness is also heading towards vicious competition. Pegggy mentioned in the 

interview that she had been injured many times, with periostitis, left gastrocnemius 

muscle strain, etc., but as long as you can lift his legs, she will still go running; she 

wants to run that knot in the heart of the unveiling. What's more, to achieve a faster 

pace and more running volume, at the expense of the body, in the case of knee injuries 

and bleeding toes, still insist on running. 

This is the idea expressed by Foucault that the soul is a representation of the inner 

psychic space inscribed in the body, that the soul confines the body, and that the body 

develops itself by the demands of the soul. The body of the gym-goer becomes a victim 

of the digital competition between the gym-goers to realize the unity of the "real me" 

and the "performative me" and to achieve psychic attunement. 

3.3 Alienation of Labour Relations: Capital Figures Under Invisible Control 

Mechanisms 

With the accumulation of experience, interest boosting and economic demand, some 

ordinary fitness practitioners advanced to become fitness bloggers, and the relationship 

between them and platform founders became increasingly close. As flexible employ-
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ment, fitness bloggers are squeezed by the platform's traffic mechanism; in their inter-

actions with their fans, they need to make both intellectual and emotional contributions, 

and the degree of connection between bloggers and their fans has been externalized as 

the amount of commodity exchange. As a result, the relationship between platforms 

and bloggers, and between bloggers and their fans, is alienated into a relationship of 

"data" and "data." 

Data Baiting: Soft Exploitation Under the Cover of Traffic 

Michael Burawoy put forward the "rush game" to explain the labour process research 

in the "labour consent" of the important theory [10]; in addition, "gender game," "grab 

the chair game," "boss game" and so on all reflect the characteristics of "labour gami-

fication" [11], that is, adding game elements in the labour process, making workers 

voluntarily work hard for specific goals. Adding game elements to the labour process 

makes labourers voluntarily work hard for specific goals. On the Keep platform, fitness 

bloggers engage in a "digital game." 

"I need to reach more than 10,000 dynamic views in the field I'm applying for to 

fulfill the conditions to become a field master, and I can only apply for it if the platform 

invites me to do so; I can't apply for it on my initiative," As shown in Tbale 1, BuYang 

said. The domain expert is a user who contributes a lot of high-quality content to the 

Keep community and has higher visibility within the platform to get more traffic. Traf-

fic is not just a string of numbers but can be transformed into an equivalent amount of 

monetary capital, accumulating social resources, contributing to the emergence of "traf-

fic people" [12]. With the promise of capital, individuals become captives of traffic, 

both creating it and being controlled by it. However, as an unstable and temporary oc-

cupation, domainers do not have a traditional labour-management relationship with the 

platforms and thus lack the necessary labour protection. Besides, the labour practices 

of bloggers, content creation, course production, and community sharing are monopo-

lized by the platforms for no or a small amount of money. The platforms have unlimited 

access to the residual value of the fitness blogger's labour, which has been the subject 

of an ongoing "digital game." In this "numbers game," labourers only receive unstable 

traffic filtered by the employers and meagre compensatory benefits. 

Emotional Labour: Misaligned Relationships Between Fitness Bloggers and Their 

Fans 

Fitness bloggers need to perform emotional labour acts in addition to intellectual 

labour practices. Emotional labour, proposed by Arlie Russell Hochschild, refers to "the 

control of the mental, emotional, and verbal aspects of a service worker, such as a flight 

attendant, to perform emotional work that satisfies the customer," and employee man-

agement strategies are mainly divided into surface performances and deep perfor-

mances [13]. 

First, Keep bloggers must pay attention to their language, facial expressions, body 

movements and so on during live broadcasts, recording sessions and posting dynamic 

videos, such as encouraging users to stick to their punch cards and face their fans with 

a smile from time to time during breaks between action modules, to convey optimistic 
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attitudes to the audience. Second, online emotional labour can strengthen the emotional 

relationship and further extend it in various forms, and this labour is continuous rather 

than one-time [14]. After developing a certain degree of favorability and trust in the 

blogger, the user will join the fan base and become a loyal follower of the blogger. This 

also puts higher demands on bloggers, who are required to answer fans' questions in a 

timely manner within the group and sometimes need to play the role of a listener to 

fans' emotional outpourings. This requires bloggers to take the initiative to mobilize 

their inner emotional feelings and convert them into appropriate externalized emotions 

to convey to their followers to meet users' psychological expectations. Emotions are 

sold as commodities to customers for potential profit-seeking - fans become active con-

sumers of the blogger's paid courses and promotional merchandise - yet this labour may 

cause the labourer to groom or alienate himself from an aspect of the self-mind. FeDi's 

words bear this out, "Under the dynamic, sometimes I see some negative comments 

from others, I need to hold my emotions down and use some polite words to communi-

cate with the person in a friendly manner; in the fan group, even my failure to reply to 

the fans in a timely manner can be disconcerting, and I have to maintain a positive 

image at all times to do so." 

4 Conclusion 

According to Aishik Saha, when studying digital labour, it is essential to focus on the 

type of labour that users actually engage in rather than simply categorizing them into 

existing labour categories [15]. Combining the digital practices of "cloud gym users" 

with the theory of digital labour alienation, it can be found that as digital labourers, they 

face three aspects of alienation, namely, the alienation of labour products, the alienation 

of labour behaviours, and the alienation of human relations, which together point to the 

alienation of the essence of the human. These three aspects together point to the alien-

ation of the human class essence - the gradual loss of autonomy and freedom, as well 

as the increasingly symbolic, hidden, everyday, and in-depth character of capital's dis-

cipline of the body. 

Reference 

1. Shi Yinyue. Cold thinking behind the explosion of "live broadcasting + fitness" in the field 

of health communication[J]. Science and Technology Communication,2022,14(13):138-

140. 

2. Wang, Samarium Shan. Research on Liu Xiaohong's "Cloud Fitness" under the perspective 

of Scene Theory[J]. Western Radio and Television,2023,44(15):23-25. 

3.  Ge Shifan. Women's body discipline in the context of digital fitness[D]. Suzhou Univer-

sity,2023. 

4. Foucault. Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison [M]. Liu Beicheng, Yang 

Yuanying, Translation. Beijing: Life - Reading - Xinzhi Sanlian Bookstore, 1999:224-226. 

5. LIU Tao. Social media and the social production of space: A contemporary interpretation of 

Foucault's "spatial discipline idea"[J]. International Journalism,2014,36(05):48-63. 

344             Y. Lv



6. Jean Baudrillard. Consumer Society [M]. Liu Chengfu, Quan Zhigang, Translation. Nanjing: 

Nanjing University Press, 2000: 138-139 

7. Cao Pu, Fang Hui. "The Nurture of Focus": A Mediated Management Practice to Quantify 

Self and Time[J]. International Journalism,2022,44(03):71-93. 

8. HU Dehua, ZHANG Yanfei. Quantitative self-study[J]. Library Forum,2018,38(02):1-7. 

9. Li Youroi. Digital nomads: a study of social media platform swing in a multimedia environ-

ment[J]. Contemporary Youth Studies,2022(03):27-34+98.  

10. LIU Zhanwei, LIU Mengzhi, LI Youroi. From "rush game" to "boss game": labour control 

of freelance writers in the Internet platform[J]. Journalism and Communication Re-

search,2022,29(01):66-85+127. 

11. Yao, J. The mechanism of "perpetual motion" of digital labour: how is it possible? [J]. News 

Front,2019(17):57-58. 

12. LIU Wei, WANG Bichen. Flow society: a new form of social structure[J]. Social Science 

Digest,2021(09):16-18. 

13.   Hochschild A R. The Managed Heart: Commercialization of Human Feeling[M]. Berkeley: 

University of Canifornia press, 1983: 7-8, 56. 

14. Lv Peng. Online emotional labour meets affective labour: short video/live streaming, 

webcasters and digital labour[J]. International Journalism,2021,43(12):53-76. 

15. Aishik Saha. Engels’s Theory of Social Murder and the Spectacle of Fascism: A Critical 

Enquiry into Digital Labour and its Alienation [J]. Communication, Capitalism and Cri-

tique,2021, 19 (1): 52-67. 

Open Access This chapter is licensed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-
NonCommercial 4.0 International License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/),
which permits any noncommercial use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any
medium or format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the
source, provide a link to the Creative Commons license and indicate if changes were made.
        The images or other third party material in this chapter are included in the chapter's
Creative Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material
is not included in the chapter's Creative Commons license and your intended use is not
permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain
permission directly from the copyright holder.

A Study of Digital Labor Alienation in Keep’s “Cloud Fitness”             345

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/

	A Study of Digital Labor Alienation in Keep's "Cloud Fitness"

