
Repositorium für die Medienwissenschaft

Michelle Pfeifer; Patricia Ward
Flattening the Map: How Human Movement is Turned
Into a Logistical Problem; the Cases of Asylum and
Humanitarian Relief
2024
https://doi.org/10.25969/mediarep/23312

Veröffentlichungsversion / published version
Zeitschriftenartikel / journal article

Empfohlene Zitierung / Suggested Citation:
Pfeifer, Michelle; Ward, Patricia: Flattening the Map: How Human Movement is Turned Into a Logistical Problem; the
Cases of Asylum and Humanitarian Relief. In: Navigationen - Zeitschrift für Medien- und Kulturwissenschaften, Jg. 24
(2024), Nr. 2, S. 81–99. DOI: https://doi.org/10.25969/mediarep/23312.

Nutzungsbedingungen: Terms of use:
Dieser Text wird unter einer Creative Commons -
Namensnennung - Weitergabe unter gleichen Bedingungen 4.0
Lizenz zur Verfügung gestellt. Nähere Auskünfte zu dieser Lizenz
finden Sie hier:
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0

This document is made available under a creative commons -
Attribution - Share Alike 4.0 License. For more information see:
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0

https://mediarep.org
https://doi.org/10.25969/mediarep/23312
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0


  

NAVIGATIONEN 

L
IE

F
E

R
N

.  L
O

G
IST

IK
E

N
, D

A
T

E
N

 U
N

D
 P

O
L

IT
IK

E
N

 
 

FLATTENING THE MAP:  
HOW HUMAN MOVEMENT IS TURNED INTO 
A LOGISTICAL PROBLEM; THE CASES OF  
ASYLUM AND HUMANITARIAN RELIEF  

M I C H E L L E  P F E I F E R  A N D  P A T R I C I A  W A R D  

 INTRODUCTION 

Global forms of human movement have been occurring for centuries.1 Nonethe-
less, popular discourse and governmental policies often construct contemporary 
human movement as exceptional: an unprecedented global problem that requires 
new techniques of management and logistics.2 Today – as governmental, UN, and 
NGO policies and budget lines indicate – everything from asylum procedures in the 
so-called Global North (GN) to humanitarian aid for displaced populations in the 
so-called Global South (GS) have been ›logistified.‹ Logistics, a term and practice 
rooted in military operations, is now widely and readily used to describe the stra-
tegic management of the movement of stuff and people in various forms.3 But what 
makes human movement imagined and framed as a logistical matter in the first 
place? How does human movement become a logistical problem? 

Critical logistics scholars have long highlighted the merits and benefits both 
theoretically and empirically of mobilizing »the logistical imagination«4 to account 
for supply chain processes as sites that configure and produce social relations of 
power. This is because logistics, as a particular »art of calculation,«5 not only organ-
izes supply chain processes and what they deliver. Logistics organizes and produces 
social worth both literally and figuratively, too. Accounting for how phenomena like 
human movement become conflated with or understood as logistics or logistical is 
thus critical for understanding how power organizes and produces social relations 
and inequalities in various ways. Following calls within critical logistics scholarship 
to not just »follow containers« in supply chains but also »techniques like 

 
1   See Chatty: »Refugees, Exiles and Other Forced Migrants in the Late Ottoman Empire«; 

Harms et al. (eds.): Indian Ocean Slavery in the Age of Abolition; Marfleet, Philip: »Refu-
gees and History: Why We Must Address the Past«.  

2 See Hollifield et al.: Controlling Immigration: A Global Perspective.  
3 Cowen: The Deadly Life of Logistics: Mapping Violence in Global Trade, p. 3; Chua et al.: 

»Introduction: Turbulent Circulation: Building a Critical Engagement with Logistics. 

4   See Hockenberry et al.: Assembly Codes: The Logistics of Media; Chua et al.: »Introduc-
tion: Turbulent circulation: Building a critical engagement with logistics«. 

5 Chua et al.: »Introduction: Turbulent circulation: Building a Critical Engagement with Lo-
gistics«, p. 5. 
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containment,«6 this paper considers the techniques that transform human move-
ment into a problem to be viewed and thought of as solvable through a logistical 
lens.  

We specifically focus on how mapping techniques are key sites that articulate 
and transform human movement into a logistical problem. We understand mapping 
techniques as relating to the production and subsequent material depiction of the 
territorial, geographical, and social organization of relations and their representa-
tional mediation. That is, we are concerned with how logistics, as part of its oper-
ations, maps relations between space(s), goods, and people in particular ways and 
how such mapping simultaneously acts as a medium to produce human movement 
as a logistical matter.   

We consider these mapping techniques in the contexts of transnational hu-
manitarian response operations and asylum procedures in the EU. While these are 
distinct phenomena, both are framed – and increasingly valued – for their logistical 
qualities in relation to human mobility: the calculative, forecasting practices they 
mobilize and map to regulate and respond to human movement. In the context of 
humanitarian aid, we specifically contemplate mappings of pre-positioned ware-
houses that accrue value because of their perceived geographical and relational 
proximity to future human displacement crises. We then analyze distribution mech-
anisms used to allocate asylum seekers in Germany and the EU that also employ 
mapping techniques to create an imaginary of a smooth distribution of asylum seek-
ers. We find that mapping techniques construct humans on the move as problems 
of circulation and distribution territorially, organizationally and representationally: 
a logistical framing that invisibilizes the figure(s) of the human(s) situated in these 
circulations and distributions. At the same time, mapping imbues (and is imbued 
with) ambivalent, ever-changing directional and hierarchical assumptions and logics 
related to the configuration and organization of social relations. This is because 
maps are media that organize (and are organized through) what and who is recog-
nized in relation to one another in the first place. Maps are not static things but 
rather manifestations of social processes that produce and contest relations of 
power. We therefore find that mapping techniques make, but also unmake, human 
movement and its recognition. The implications of the latter are significant because 
such mapping may subsequently and inevitably justify, even if unwittingly, the value 
and attention to certain human lives versus others based on logistics. We therefore 
argue that it is this very differentiation of humanity that logistification – through 
techniques of mapping – produces and enacts. By bringing studies of humanitarian 
relief and asylum administration together, and seeing these processes ›like a supply 
chain,‹ we provide an empirical contribution that views the governance of human 
mobility not solely from the perspective of the border, but stretching across various 
infrastructures, institutions, and places.  

 
6 Klose [2015] cited in Hockenberry et al.: Assembly Codes: The Logistics of Media, p. 9. 
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The paper proceeds as follows. First, we situate our exploration of mapping 
techniques in asylum procedures in the EU and transnational humanitarianism 
within critical and prolific scholarship related to logistics. We briefly contextualize 
our cases in this section as well, describing how we came to recognize their shared 
logistical framings through both our theoretical and empirical work in our respec-
tive fields and field sites. We highlight several key examples from the latter to illus-
trate how mapping techniques transform human movement into a logistical frame. 
We then discuss the implications of our findings for future research to further ad-
dress the relationship between the visibility and invisibility of the human as well as 
other techniques, such as containment, that contribute to how human movement 
becomes viewed as logistical.  

 REGULATING HUMAN MOBILITY FROM MANAGEMENT  
TO LOGISTICS 

Even though human movement has long been the norm rather than the exception 
in global history,7 many human movements have been increasingly constructed as 
unprecedented, global problems that require new forms of management since the 
end of WWII.8 The proliferation of publications and academic programs and de-
grees in ›Refugee Studies‹ and ›Migration Management‹ in recent decades9 have 
heightened and reinforced framings of the contemporary period as an age of un-
precedented movement and migration and thus as a problem to be managed.10 At 
the same time, critical scholarship is rich in countering this narrative, emphasizing 

 
7 See Chatty: »Refugees, Exiles and Other Forced Migrants in the Late Ottoman Empire«; 

Harms et al.: Indian Ocean Slavery in the Age of Abolition; Marfleet: »Refugees and His-
tory: Why We Must Address the Past«. 

8 In response to displacement both during the interwar period and following the Second 
World War, for example, organizations like the International Organization for Migration 
(IOM), the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), and the United 
Nations Relief Work Agency (UNRWA) were established to resettle, manage, and provide 
relief, and in the case of refugees, protection to populations that no longer could return 
home. Multiple bilateral and regional agreements were also developed to govern related 
transnational movements such as travel and labor, see (Koslowski: Global Mobility Re-
gimes). State and non-state actors increasingly meet in global forums—such as the UN 
Summit on Refugees and Migrants (2016), the Global Forum for Migration and Develop-
ment (2007 till present), and the Global Commission on International Migration (GCIM) 
to discuss global approaches to managing movements. Governments now even have their 
own departments, ministries, and staff devoted entirely to the topic (e.g., migration man-
agement); Hollifield et al.: Controlling Immigration: A Global Perspective. 

9 See Pisarevskaya et al.: »Mapping Migration Studies: An Empirical Analysis of the Coming 
of Age of a Research Field«; also Black: »Fifty Years of Refugee Studies: From Theory to 
Policy«; and Chimni, Bhupinder S.: »The Birth of a ›Discipline‹: From Refugee to Forced 
Migration Studies«. 

10 See Castles et al.: The Age of Migration: International Population Movements in the Mod-
ern World; Hollifield/Martin et al.: Controlling Immigration: A Global Perspective. 
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that how mobility is regulated and who is labeled – and studied11 – as displaced, 
migrants, and people on the move is often rooted in historical, colonial forms of 
ordering premised on race, class, nationality, ethnicity, and gender,12 recasting the 
notions of newness associated with contemporary mobility spatially, temporally, 
and relationally. 

Nonetheless, the proliferation of practices branded as management and logis-
tics to govern contemporary human mobility have real, material consequences for 
people on the move who are subjected to them.13 Scholarship has addressed this 
logistical rationality in relation to the emergence of migration infrastructures as fa-
cilitators and conditions of labor mobility,14 the politics of materiality of transpor-
tation; what William Walters calls viapolitics;15 forms of containment enacted 
through the European Union’s hotspot system,16 or the delivery of data and data 
processing as part of contemporary governance of migration17 and asylum proce-
dures.18   

In terms of the latter, central tenants of EU asylum administration – reception, 
allocation, housing, decision-making, and countries’ integration policies – are 
treated as managerial and regulatory problems of distribution, calculation, and effi-
ciency. The question of who is even initially considered as worthy or deemed an 
asylum seeker is exemplary of the technocratic and increasingly logistical calcula-
tions and recognitions of humanity that take place through narrative testimony, fo-
rensic identification, and increasingly digital, semi-automated for instance technol-
ogies, which are different techniques that contribute to the logistification of 
asylum.19 Didier Fassin describes such asylum determination processes as governed 

 
11   See Anderson: »New Directions in Migration Studies: Towards Methodological de-Na-

tionalism«. 

12 De Genova: »The ›Migrant Crisis‹ as Racial Crisis: Do Black Lives Matter in Europe?«; 
Sharma: Home Rule: National Sovereignty and the Separation of Natives and Migrants. 

13 See Bakewell: »Returning Refugees or Migrating Villagers? Voluntary Repatriation Pro-
grammes in Africa Reconsidered«; Collyer: »Migrants as Strategic Actors in the European 
Union’s Global Approach to Migration and Mobility«; Jong: »Converging Logics? Managing 
Migration and Managing Diversity«; Koslowski (ed.): Global Mobility Regimes; and Wal-
ters: »Secure Borders, Safe Haven, Domopolitics«.  

14   See Xiang/Lindquist: »Migration Infrastructure«; and Altenried et al. (eds.): Logistische 
Grenzlandschaften: das Regime mobiler Arbeit nach dem Sommer der Migration; and 
Mezzadra/Neilson: Border as Method, or, the Multiplication of Labor. 

15 Walters: »Migration, Vehicles, and Politics: Three Theses on Viapolitics«. 

16   Tazzioli/Garelli: »Containment beyond Detention: The Hotspot System and Disrupted 
Migration Movements across Europe«. 

17 See Pollozek/Passoth: »Infrastructuring European Migration and Border Control: The Lo-
gistics of Registration and Identification at Moria Hotspot«. 

18   See Fassin/Rechtman: The Empire of Trauma: An Inquiry into the Condition of Victim-
hood, Oxford, 2009; Ticktin: »How Biology Travels: A Humanitarian Trip«; Pfeifer: »In-
telligent Borders? Securitizing Smartphones in the European Border Regime«. 

19   See ibid. 
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by a regime of recognition in which different techniques and technologies are used 
to confer humanity to some and not others.20 But how does all this become under-
stood as logistical in the first place? In other words, precisely how is asylum trans-
formed into a logistical matter as it comes to function as an operating system to 
manage human mobility?  

Similar and connected to EU border management, unprecedented framings of 
human movement in response to man-made and natural disasters have led practi-
tioners and policymakers to increasingly champion investments in humanitarian lo-
gistics as a key solution to global displacement in which good logistics are under-
stood to effectively respond—but now also potentially contain and prevent—
displacement from happening in the first place.21  Business and management schol-
ars have subsequently devoted significant attention to humanitarian logistics,22 fo-
cused on improving outputs and solutions for delivering humanitarian aid.23 How-
ever, unlike prolific critiques related to the logistification of borders and asylum, 
comparable critical social analyses of humanitarian logistics and the configuration of 
the infrastructures and social relations and power inequalities they produce are rel-
atively limited.24 

The concept of the »logistical imagination,« which emphasizes »seeing like a 
supply chain,« offers important insights into how processes themselves articulate 
and reify power.25 This is because logistics as a process » ›differentiate[s] groups‹ 
rights and rights to life on the basis of their relationship to systems of supply,«26 
sites of »both dispossession and containment«27 that concretize (but also challenge) 
colonial and racial hierarchies through practice.28 Logistics are »the how« that 

 
20   Fassin: »The Precarious Truth of Asylum«. 

21 See the UN Office for the Coordinator of Humanitarian Affairs (UNOCHA) discussion of 
anticipatory action investments is indicative, UNOCHA: »Anticipatory action«. 

22   A journal on the topic was even established in 2011, see Kovács/Spens: »Humanitarian 
Logistics and Supply Chain Management: The Start of a New Journal«. 

23 For an overview, see Altay et al.: »The Evolution of Humanitarian Logistics as a Discipline 
through a Crystal Ball«. 

24 For discussion, see Pascucci: »Refugee Shelter in a Logistical World: Designing Goods for 
Supply-Chain Humanitarianism«; Ziadah: »Circulating Power: Humanitarian Logistics, Mil-
itarism, and the United Arab Emirates«. And also see Attewell: »›From Factory to Field‹: 
USAID and the Logistics of Foreign Aid in Soviet-Occupied Afghanistan«. 

25   Hockenberry et al.: Assembly Codes: The Logistics of Media; Chua et al.: »Introduction: 
Turbulent circulation: Building a Critical Engagement with Logistics«. 

26   Cowen: The Deadly Life of Logistics: Mapping Violence in Global Trade, p. 5. 

27   Chua et al.: »Introduction: Turbulent Circulation: Building a Critical Engagement with Lo-
gistics«. 

28   See Bonacich et al.: »The Racialization of Global Labor«, in: American Behavioral Scientist; 
Khalili: Sinews of War and Trade: Shipping and Capitalism in the Arabian Peninsula; Zei-
derman: »In the Wake of Logistics: Situated Afterlives of Race and Labour on the Magda-
lena River«. 



MICHELLE PFEIFER/PATRICIA WARD 

NAVIGATIONEN 86
 

L
IE

F
E

R
N

. 
 L

O
G

IS
T

IK
E

N
, 

D
A

T
E

N
 U

N
D

 P
O

L
IT

IK
E

N

produce »the what« (e.g., the category of displaced, social inequalities),29 which is 
why it is so important to emphasize that logistical power is political power.30 Col-
lectively, what this scholarship alludes to then is that how something is produced 
as logistical is also an articulation of power in and of itself: a question that needs to 
be addressed as a precursor to analyses of the effects of processes branded as lo-
gistical ones.  

In the following section, we subsequently mobilize the concept of the »logisti-
cal imagination« to explore how maps produce human movement as logistical issues 
in our two cases of asylum and humanitarian relief. We further follow this scholar-
ship’s call to not just think about maps, but also the logistical techniques of mapping. 
This is because the latter allows us to account for precisely how social relations not 
only produce something as logistical, but also how and why the people involved in 
these processes are made to be recognized – seen or unseen – through these par-
ticular mapping techniques, too. The logistical lens thus allows us to view human 
mobility within its complex array of various forms of mediation between people, 
infrastructures, and things.  

MAPPING TECHNIQUES AS LOGISTICAL TRANSFORMATION 

›MAPPING‹ HUMANITARIANISM INTO A LOGISTICAL FRAME

Humanitarian disasters and crises, and the population displacements they produce, 
are often understood as particular categories and phenomena situated in particular 
geographical places: the so-called Global South (GS). Similarly, the mobilization of 
particular items constructed as humanitarian aid such as food, tents, and blankets 
are often understood to be located or coming from particular places and spaces, 
too, often from the so-called Global North (GN). Such assumptions produce par-
ticular maps, both literal and imagined, of where aid comes from, where it goes, 
and why. That is, the GN is mapped as controlling the ›things‹ that move in response 
to disaster: everything from money and material resources to relief workers and 
related emergency personnel. Yet, such uni-directional and ahistorical forms of 
thinking and explaining – maps we can say – relations of power situates GN donors, 
states, and decisions as the main, if not sole, forces shaping and directing GS dy-
namics and responses to disasters. Scholars’ efforts to complicate this flat depiction 
through more research on GS-GS partnerships and the term ›Global South‹ itself 
within the context of humanitarian aid, development, and refugee response are in-
dicative of the predominance of this framing.31  

29 Cowen: The Deadly Life of Logistics, p. 5. 

30 Neilson: »Five Theses on Understanding Logistics as Power«. 

31 As key examples and overviews of these themes, see Carpi: »The ›Need to Be There‹: 
North–South Encounters and Imaginations in the Humanitarian Economy«. 
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Global North versus Global South, a terminology and binary that already em-
beds and reflects a particular imperial standpoint of mapping the world,32 has long 
been critiqued for its simplicity and the power relations it obscures.33 After all, GN-
GS mappings of relations are intertwined with constructions of particular peoples 
and places as backward, chaotic, burdensome, and underdeveloped, but others 
(i.e., of the GN) as knowledge producers and logical/rational: framings that were 
pillars for imperial and colonial projects.34 Nonetheless, binary mappings and imag-
inaries of global social relations persist, particularly in the scope of humanitarianism, 
suggesting our knowledge of these processes, their effects, and the power relations 
that undergird them remain incomplete.  

However, when we mobilize the logistical imagination framework, seeing hu-
manitarianism as a supply chain, a different re-mapping of sorts emerges: »With 
logistics comes…a new map of the world.«35 As just one example, we can take this 
statement quite literally and map a set of major hubs that coordinate humanitarian 
logistics: the UN Humanitarian Response Depot Network (UNHRDs) (see figure 
1), a network of warehouses and logistics centers in places ranging from southern 
Italy and Dubai to Malaysia, Panama, and Accra. UN organizations (e.g., the World 
Food Programme, UNHCR), the Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC and 
ICRC), and state and regional aid agencies (e.g., ECHO) pre-position stock (i.e., aid 
supplies) in these facilities. These hubs then facilitate aid deliveries to crisis zones, 
among other things, to ensure that aid quickly reaches people at the onset of natural 
and man-made disasters and emergencies. Looking at this map of humanitarian aid 
operations gives us new starting points and perspectives of where aid comes from 
or flows to and from. We also begin to see how places outside or beyond the map-
ping(s) of the Global North yield significant power and influence on how aid moves 
and why. Dubai, for example, and its International Humanitarian City (recently re-
named Dubai Humanitarian in May 2024), is the largest hub for humanitarian logis-
tics globally. The fact that this hub facilitated more than 80 percent of the World 
Health Organization’s (WHO) COVID-19 aid response illustrates its significance.36 

When we employ a logistical lens of analysis, the neatness of the GN-GS binary is 
complicated, or at least it seems so at first. 
 

 
 

 
32 Go: Postcolonial Thought and Social Theory. 

33   See Edwards: »Postcolonial Sociology as a Remedy for Global Diffusion Theory«; also see 
Boatcă: »Thinking Europe Otherwise: Lessons from the Caribbean«. 

34   E.g. Rodney: How Europe Underdeveloped Africa; and Said: Orientalism. 

35   Cowen: Deadly Logistics, p. 1. 

36   UAE News Agency (WAM): » Dubai Industrial City Supports Global Humanitarian Efforts 
in Response to COVID-19«. 
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Figure 1: UNHRD Network, source: UNHRD, printed with WFP permission.  

However, and at the same time, UNHRD network maps, or even the ones gener-
ated by each hub themselves, almost seem to be replications of commercial airline 
brochures that use simple, clean lines to show customers where their major hubs 
and the oh-so-many service routes and destinations they offer and cater to are lo-
cated around the world. How aid moves is clear and visible, uncomplicated and 
moving in a predictable – and even repeatable – pattern. Like GN-GS mappings of 
aid flows, how these maps are literally drawn and enacted seems to reflect similar 
logics of oversimplification in order to produce humanitarianism as logistical: a uni-
directional, clean, and smooth operation. Such simplified mappings subsequently 
produce humanitarian practices as logistical because they frame aid deliveries as 
›art(s) of calculations.‹ Aid comes from clearly marked hubs that have been posi-
tioned according to calculations of their geographical distribution and proximity to
potential crises, so that at least one hub can send relief to a crisis context within
24-48 hours.37 Who and where is in control of aid stocks and their circulation and
distribution is clear and crisp, even if the various endpoints of where aid goes are
messy and scattered.

This depiction of humanitarianism stands in major juxtaposition to the testi-
monies of workers in the aid sector, who describe the multi-directional and some-
times unconventional and inefficient ways aid supplies – including themselves as 
human »resources« – must move to overcome customs, visa regulations, and other 
contingencies in the supply chain. In other words, what is missing from these maps 
– what is hidden beneath the smooth lines of connection – are the stops, (re)turns,
detours: the unevenness of aid. We do not see aid resources just sitting in the hubs
and not moving, whether due to donor (dis)interest or security concerns that make
it difficult for aid to be sent and delivered successfully to beneficiaries in certain

37   UNHRD: Standard Operating Procedures. 2022. Available from: https://un-
hrd.org/sites/default/files/media-document/UNHRD_Standard_Operating_Proce-
dures_2022.pdf (Accessed 4 July 2024) 
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crisis contexts versus others. We do not see aid materials and personnel stalled at 
border crossings because of problems with custom protocols and visa clearances. 
We do not see how more aid is sent to one crisis context versus another, or the 
crisis contexts that do not receive any aid at all. In other words, the complexity of 
why and how certain crises and the lives displaced by them are made visible while 
others remain invisible is flattened and obscured, overtaken by mapping techniques 
that frame humanitarianism as just a logistical procedure of moving resources from 
one geographical place to another.  

So while seeing humanitarianism as a supply chain makes visible certain rela-
tions of power that would be overlooked in GN-GS framings of aid, mapping as a 
particular technique seems to present another iteration of lopsided, oversimplified 
depictions of power, control, and social relations globally. At the same time, the 
simplified depictions of humanitarian operations that such mapping produces are 
perhaps not all that surprising, given that such smooth depictions of aid response 
to population displacement transforms the latter from something associated with 
disaster and chaos to something strategic, calculative, and manageable – and thus 
logistical. In fact, such mappings might have a strategic advantage in and of them-
selves for entities like the UN and the UNHRD by specifically encouraging public 
and private sector investment, partnerships, and trust in their calculated, logistical 
operations, too.   

     Such mapping techniques could also be conceptualized as a medium for aid 
donors and related stakeholders located in and associated with the Global North 
to shift the gaze, power, and responsibility to new stakeholders and spaces of aid 
(e.g., private sector partners, host governments where these hubs are geograph-
ically located outside continental Europe and North America) for ensuring aid’s 
successful transport and delivery to those in need. After all, such maps of aid visibly 
delink GN connections – their straight lines – to populations displaced from crises. 
That is, and according to this map, much of the GN is no longer part of the picture, 
quite literally, in terms of how aid works (or does not work). Therefore, GN stake-
holders cannot be held fully accountable for aid’s volatility in at least two respects: 
first, in terms of its material circulation and distribution, and second, in terms of 
aid’s material and social effects on the displaced populations it targets, as well as 
the people and workers involved with its delivery. In other words – and in ways 
that seem all too familiar to how companies like Amazon or Lieferando organize, 
outsource, and shift responsibilities to third parties for the actual delivery of their 
products and services (the last mile of the supply chain) – the effects of material aid 
from GN stakeholders, including how aid affects the people involved in its delivery, 
are no longer visibly mapped as belonging and coming from ›GN.‹ So while these 
maps may be a departure from GN-GS frameworks in terms of depicting how aid 
works geographically, these maps may also act as strategic vehicles to invisibilize 
certain social relations of power embedded in how and why aid flows as well. 

It is also worth noting that the visibility of the geographical locations of human-
itarian logistics bases further contributes to this production of humanitarianism, and 
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thus human movement more broadly, as logistical. Many of these hubs are located 
in or near port cities that have historical and/or contemporary significance in terms 
of their role in global trade networks (e.g., Panama, Dubai, Brindisi). At the same 
time, these hubs are located on former military bases and in special economic 
and/or free-trade zone areas. The latter locations and classifications frame what 
they are doing there, at least to a certain extent as logistical, given these spaces’ 
conflation with logistical operations at various periods throughout history.  

At the same time, and like supply chain operations writ large, these humani-
tarian hubs are often out of sight at the local level, located in hard-to-reach areas 
that are difficult for one to simply stumble upon. In Brindisi, for example, limited 
road signs indicate the direction to the hub (nor its existence) on a former U.S. 
military base located approximately ten kilometers away from the city center.38 
Reaching the base, which is situated on a small highway lined with olive groves, 
requires a private car or a taxi (the latter usually expensive and often involving pre-
arrangements with a driver or company to make the trip and pickup outside the 
city center in the first place). In Dubai, the International Humanitarian City is lo-
cated approximately forty-five minutes drive from Downtown Dubai in Dubai In-
dustrial City, an area that Dubai residents and visitors do not often frequent for 
leisure or tourism. Reflecting humanitarian values and ethical standards related to 
promoting transparency and ensuring accountability, public audiences (e.g., school 
groups, researchers) are often welcome to visit these hubs in principle. However, 
like Amazon warehouses or similar private sector facilities, they do not operate on 
a walk-in basis. One must request access, obtain approval, and show identification 
to enter these controlled, monitored, and distanced spaces, provided one can even 
find them on a map – and reach them – in the first place. It is lastly important to 
note that the governments that host these hubs often cover their operating costs 
free-of-charge to the UN bodies, organizations, and state aid agencies that pre-
position their stock in these spaces, and in cases like Dubai, royals from the gov-
ernment have even used their own private air fleet to transport this aid stock to 
crisis zones on several occasions. Acknowledging these dynamics and relations are 
critical because they may further complicate maps and conceptualizations of what 
humanitarian practice is and does and how it relates to the state in ways not yet 
accounted for; and thus how and why certain people on the move become con-
structed as national and global problems, too.  

›MAPPING‹ THE DISTRIBUTION OF HUMANITY

Logistics is often framed as a response and solution to the migration question by 
increasingly treating asylum as an issue of distribution and circulation. Specifically, 
efficient distribution and circulation of asylum seekers is supposed to be achieved 

38   This was something that several UN workers emphasized in conversation with co-author 
Ward as well. 
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through modes of organizing reception and allocation, which are both a central 
concern of EU asylum policy and German reform measures of asylum law.39 Allo-
cation in Germany, for instance, follows the Königssteiner allocation key. This key 
was originally introduced to distribute funding for science and research across the 
different German Federal states, and now finds application in different areas that 
require federal distribution and contribution of finances and costs. The key is cal-
culated based on a state’s tax income and population, where tax income counts as 
two thirds and population as one third of a state’s score.  

Following the Königssteiner key, people seeking asylum are distributed across 
Germany with the use of the computer-based system EASY that was first intro-
duced in 1993 along with the most radical reform and restriction of asylum law in 
Germany to date, the so-called asylum compromise.40 EASY is intended to provide 
a fair and appropriate distribution of asylum seekers across the different German 
states and municipalities (see figure 2). An abbreviation for »first distribution of asy-
lum claims« in German,41 the name EASY also implies that what it does, or what it 
is designed to do, is to offer a literally easy process, a smooth and efficient way to 
organize a complex problem. During a field site visit to one of Germany’s newly 
created infrastructures for refugees, so-called arrival centers, in Berlin, an em-
ployee responsible for the first registration of asylum seekers explained her work-
flow to co-author Pfeifer. Part of the initial registration is the taking of electronic 
fingerprints, scanning of identification papers, and taking of photographs. As she 
was explaining these steps, she also showed the use of the EASY system on her 
computer, pointing out the ease with which the computer will decide where the 
person sitting in front of us would be allocated to live for at least the duration of 
their asylum process. The asylum system, which in political and public discourse is 
repeatedly described as an emergency, in crisis, and out of control, is juxtaposed 
here with a literally EASY solution.  

This rhetoric of easy and efficient distribution of people is also mediated by 
the maps used to represent asylum seeker distribution. The map with which the 
Federal Agency for Migration and Refugees (in German abbreviated as BAMF) rep-
resents the EASY system on its website (Figure 2) reproduces the image of an or-
ganized flow of people. Notably, there are no representations of people on this 
map, but rather red arrows pointing out in different directions from the arrival cen-
ters placed onto a map of Germany. Asylum proceedings here are imagined as an 
issue of territorial allocation of people that are simultaneously made invisible. 

39   Markard: »Migrationsverwaltungsrecht zwischen Beschleunigung und Effizienz«; Vianelli: 
»Warehousing Asylum Seekers: The Logistification of Reception«.

40 The asylum compromise resulted in a change of the German constitution, amending Ar-
ticle 16 (2) removing protection under the Geneva convention for people who entered 
Germany from a neighboring country or a third country declared ›safe.‹ The asylum com-
promise was agreed upon amidst a series of right-extremist terror attacks and racist mo-
bilization across Germany; Bosswick: »Development of Asylum Policy in Germany«. 

41   »Erstverteilung der Asylsuchenden«. 
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Through such mapping, the work of asylum administration is produced as not an 
issue of determining people’s need for protection but as one of distributing them 
from centralized spaces into decentralized territorial space.  

Figure 2: Representation of asylum seeker distribution through the EASY system in Ger-
many, source: Federal Office for Migration and Refugees, printed with BAMF permission. 

Allocation keys and their associated distribution mechanisms as they are used in 
Germany are also reflective of European–wide reforms and measures of distribu-
tion and allocation. In the EU, there have been several reforms to the Dublin system 
which have regulated the allocation of responsibility to examine asylum claims 
among EU member states.42 Specifically, the Dublin regulation requires individuals 
to file for asylum in the country of first reception, the first country they arrived at 
within the EU.43 However, the Dublin regulation is largely considered to have failed 
at sharing responsibilities for asylum procedures and even distribution of refugees 
within the EU.44 Specifically, Dublin has created an unequal distribution of asylum 
seekers, placing a large responsibility for asylum cases onto a few select member 
states, notably those countries along the Mediterranean Sea that receive significant 
numbers of asylum-seekers crossing the Mediterranean.45  

The latest reforms of the Common European Asylum System (CEAS) passed 
by the European Commission, the European Parliament and the Council of the Eu-
ropean Union on December 20, 2023, attempt to reorganize the distribution of 
asylum seekers in the EU through accelerated, shortened, and fast-tracked asylum 

42 Guild et al.: »Enhancing the Common European Asylum System and Alternatives to Dub-
lin«; European Council on Refugees and Exiles (ECRE): »The Road out of Dublin: Reform 
of the Dublin Regulation«. 

43 Armstrong: »You Shall Not Pass! How the Dublin System Fueled Fortress Europe«. 

44 Ibid. 

45 Guild et al.: »Enhancing the Common European Asylum System and Alternatives to Dub-
lin«. 
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screenings at the EU’s external borders.46 These reforms will implement an in-
crease of policing along the external borders. A ›solidarity mechanism‹ is further 
intended to distribute refugees throughout the EU, in an effort to alleviate ›burdens 
on countries like Italy, Malta, Cyprus, and Greece, which are considered over-
whelmed‹ with asylum-seekers. Other EU countries can pledge to take in asylum-
seekers or provide financial and personnel resources to address the migration ques-
tion. In ways that seem all too familiar to carbon credit policies in the private sector, 
which aim to distribute responsibility for environmental protection through the dis-
tribution and exchange of credits, the solidarity mechanism transforms asylum 
seekers into objects to be distributed and delivered or exchanged with other re-
sources. The reform also curtails secondary migration through reporting obliga-
tions at local municipalities. In effect, the reform intensifies an already existing dis-
tinction and selection process among people seeking asylum in Europe. Those 
considered deserving, or in many cases and more appropriately, useful, are distin-
guished and separated spatially and geographically from those considered disposa-
ble.47 

What emerges in the case of the computer-supported EASY system for the 
distribution of people seeking asylum in Germany and the institutions of fast-
tracked asylum screenings through the latest reforms of the Common European 
Asylum System is a form of territorial mapping that conceptualizes asylum primarily 
as a problem of circulation and distribution. They are indicative of demands for a 
»masterplan« for distribution, accommodation, and integration, as they are articu-
lated on different scales by European governments, municipalities, administrations,
public officials, and so forth.48 These mappings are one way through which human-
ity is perceived as a supply chain. They function as representations that mediate
how someone becomes considered in or out of place. The geographical mapping
enacted by distribution follows what Lorenzo Vianelli calls »the logistical dream of
smooth and linear reception systems.«49 Mapping, in turn, not only produces asy-
lum as a logistical operation, but in so doing, creates a map that marks some humans
as deserving and some as disposable. As Moten and Harney aptly describe:

Logistics aims to straighten us out, untangle us, and to open us to its 
usufruct, its improving use; such access to us, in turn, improves the flow 
line, the straight line. And what logistics takes to be the shortest dis-
tance between us requires emplotting us as bodies in space where the 

46 Externalization of EU borders describes the literal outsourcing and administrative expan-
sion of border control to third countries or security industries. 

47 Malkki: »Speechless Emisseries«; Ticktin: »How Biology Travels«, Holmes/Castañada: 
»Representing the ›European Refugee Crises‹«.

48 See e.g. Armbrüster: »Vor dem Flüchtlingsgipfel - Städtebund fordert Masterplan für Ver-
teilung, Unterbringung und Integration«. 

49 Vianelli: »Warehousing Asylum Seekers. The Logistification of Reception«, p.44. 
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interiority can be imposed even as the capacity for interiority can be 
denied, in the constant measure and regulation of flesh and earth.50   

Technologies like Germany’s EASY system, allocation keys, fast-tracked asylum 
screenings, and solidarity principles attempt to deliver asylum seekers to their ap-
propriate geographical and territorial destinations based on the interests of the 
states that want to manage their movement. The logics of distribution and circula-
tion are based on the violent distinctions that are made to distribute asylum seekers 
along different geographies and administrative tracks.  

CONCLUSION 

In this paper, we traced how mapping produces understandings of asylum and hu-
manitarian relief as logistical; a technique that forces us to think of human move-
ment as logistics. Significant research and scholarship consider the effects of logis-
tical framings on social relations and inequalities. This paper builds on this important 
work to consider how human movement is viewed through a logistical lens in the 
first place, focusing on human movement in the context of EU asylum procedures 
and transnational humanitarian operations. 

Drawing upon the logistical imagination, we show how mapping transforms 
human movement into a management strategy and a calculative art of circulation 
and distribution. Straight lines, diagram boxes, and other visual depictions of 
smooth stages, flows, and connections become the visual markers of what asylum 
and humanitarianism are and what their operations do in societies, and more spe-
cifically to people on the move, in turn. Mapping enacts and mediates logistics’ 
smooth aesthetic, in which processes as complex as migration, asylum, and human-
itarian relief appear EASY: that is, as simple calculations related to the delivery and 
distribution of goods. Mapping makes asylum and humanitarian relief look like a flat 
and regular surface without fissures, bumps, or bruises. It frames logistics as a so-
lution to a problem, which necessitates that human mobility is viewed as a problem 
in the first place. It is through this logic that human movement becomes something 
to be governed and managed, by which we quickly associate mobility and its regu-
lations with maps rather than people with full and complex lives. 

The people and relations shaping and shaped by these arrangements – de-
picted as circulation and distribution charts and flows in such mappings – are absent. 
The human lives of people on the move are ultimately rendered invisible in and 
through such mapping techniques, which also invisibilize the brutality of the logisti-
fication of procedures such as asylum. In humanitarian relief, mapping also seems 
to inevitably obscure the relations of power that undergird the unevenness of aid 
and what seems like a negotiation and contestation surrounding what humanitari-
anism as a practice and profession should entail, too. Crucially, such logistification 
overall produces and intensifies a differentiation of humanity. As Didier Fassin 

50   Harney: »Habits of Assembly«, p. 28. 
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argues, asylum’s regime of recognition distinguishes between those who are wor-
thy of protection and those who are not.51 In so doing, mapping techniques may 
in-evitably justify, even if unwittingly, the value and attention to certain human lives 
versus others on the basis of logistics. In particular, the lives of those subject to 
allocation keys, fast-tracked asylum screenings, and detention centers at the border 
are viewed as logistical problems to be organized. Humanitarian disasters may fur-
ther become delivery puzzles, in which certain places and people classified as hard-
to-reach or who do not neatly fit into already-established logistical solutions, prac-
tices, and audit structures may be given little priority.52 Our brief analysis therefore 
provides an important empirical comparison to identify shared logics and relations 
of power operating across various institutions and processes that hierarchize and 
differentiate human value and worth. 

While it is beyond the scope of this paper, further research could consider the 
tenuous relationship between the visibility and invisibility of the human in these 
processes of logistification. This is because the art of calculating whether or how to 
visibilize the human is a logistical element itself. What we mean by this is that show-
ing the human quite literally within these processes both undermines, but is also 
necessary, for situating human movement as logistical. On the one hand, concep-
tualizing people and things as numbers and items within supply chains produces 
imaginaries of smooth circulation and distribution, but seeing people receiving and 
distributing aid or negotiating border and asylum processes are also crucial ele-
ments for stakeholders (e.g., donors, investors, and the public) to legitimize their 
operations, and thus their approach to human movement as a logistical issue, too. 
This tension between the need to both hide and showcase the human to produce 
human movement as logistical brings attention to the important point that the 
»dream« of smooth delivery does not exist in reality and is constantly contested 
through the autonomous movement and mobility of people despite the ways in 
which logistification attempts to regulate and govern it. In other words, the supply 
chain cannot and will not ever fully smooth out humanity.53 Moreover, mapping is 
only one technique among many that produces logistical humanity as distributable. 
Further research could, for instance, further elaborate how techniques of contain-
ment intended to manage and regulate circulation and mobility »smooth out« and 
invisibilize humanity.  
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