China's humanoid robot half-marathon exposes limits amidst rising ambitions
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The recent surge in humanoid robot competitions across China spotlights not only the country's aspirations in the tech sector but also the challenges that accompany such advancements. Among the most notable events was the inaugural humanoid robot half-marathon held in Beijing on April 19, 2025, which showcased the progress and limitations of robotic technology. In a race where 21 robot participants competed alongside human runners over a 21.1-kilometre course, only six of them managed to cross the finish line, raising questions about the robustness and real-world applicability of these machines.
Prior to the event, the half-marathon faced a postponement due to severe weather conditions forecasting strong winds, which experts had warned could tip over the robots, compromising their performance. When it finally took place, the race witnessed various competitors, including the standout, Tien Kung Ultra, developed by X-Humanoid, which completed the course in an impressive 2 hours and 40 minutes. This unprecedented event unfolded in a climate of escalating public interest and investment in robotics, propelled by rising labour costs and a national ambition to position China as a leader in this high-tech arena.
Following the half-marathon, conversations continued around the viability of humanoid robots, particularly in relation to their design and functionality. Fu Sheng, chairman of Cheetah Mobile, advocated for a shift towards utilising robots in industrial applications, stressing that not all robotic functions require a human-like appearance. The industry's current trajectory suggests a preference for robots that can effectively operate in controlled environments—like assembly lines—without the necessity for humanoid characteristics. He pointed out that existing robotic arms could fulfil most industrial tasks more efficiently than fully autonomous humanoids.
Despite some scepticism, there is a growing belief among experts that humanoid forms could ultimately enhance robot-human interactions. Zhang Lihua, vice-dean of Fudan University’s College of Intelligent Robotics and Advanced Manufacturing, emphasised that the human brain is innately better at processing human-like signals. This suggests that an evolution towards more humanoid designs could improve the efficiency and effectiveness of robots in service-oriented roles, thereby moving beyond mere industrial applications.
Additionally, the 2025 International Humanoid Robot Skills Competition included a sundries organisation contest in Shanghai, further diversifying the spectrum of robotic capabilities showcased during the month. These competitions are not isolated occurrences; they are part of a broader movement within China, with Wuxi hosting its own Embodied Intelligent Robot Games. This event featured activities including soccer, displaying a diverse array of robotic abilities and innovations.
The expanding robotics landscape in China is underpinned by substantial financial backing from both the government and private sectors. Industry statistics indicate that over half of the world's listed robotics companies operate within China, a testament to the rapid growth and investment in this area. However, experts like Joe Tsai, chairman of Alibaba Group, remind the industry of the significant technological hurdles that remain, suggesting that substantial work is still needed to realise the potential of humanoid robotics.
In summary, while the excitement surrounding humanoid robots is palpable, underscored by innovative competitions and public engagement, the path forward is fraught with challenges. The duality of ambition and realism within the sector highlights the need for continued technological refinement before these robots can transition from impressive spectacles to practical applications in everyday life.
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