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1) What is precision agriculture & who’s 

using it?

2) What are the driving forces in the current 

agricultural revolution? 

3) What are the issues of social power and 

control?

4) How might these insights inform food 

security debates?

The Computerisation of Agriculture: 

Social Power, Technology and Control



Sociological context:

Max Weber’s Rationalisation Thesis:

• Rooted in religious forces (esp. Calvinism) 

• Increasing bureaucratic control

• Standardising and dehumanising

The modern economic order is: ‘bound to the 

technical and economic conditions of machine 

production which to-day determine the lives of 

all the individuals who are born into this 

mechanism…’
(Weber, 2003: 181)



Sociology:

Szabo (2013):

Automated agriculture:

‘…can induce new forms 

of stress due to 

information overload, 

skill- degradation, 

boredom, complacency 

and over-reliance on the 

system’
(18)



Sociology:

By James Addicott

Q: how does precision agriculture empower or 

disempower farmers in England? 



The ‘use of digital geographically referenced 

data in farming operation’
(Wood and Wolf, 1997: in abstract) 

2) What is precision agriculture?





2) Remote Control1) Remote Sensing

Precision Agriculture:



Multispectral lenses 

• Soil texture

• Soil depth

• Stone content

• Plant Vigor: leaf area and 

greenness

• Chlorophyll and nitrogen 

correlations 

• And much more…

Remote Sensing:



GPS-ready fertiliser spreader

USB input

In-Cab display unity



Remote Control:



Remote Control:

“Auto Steer” on Youtube: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Qg4Ju1l75mc

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Qg4Ju1l75mc


Straight GPS lines in potatoes field, Norfolk 2014



0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

GPS (a)
Soil mapping

Variable rate
application Yield

mapping Telemetry

17% 17%

12%

9%

1%

24%

21%
19%

12%

3%

32%

24%

22%

14%

3%

Small Medium Large

Source: The Farm Practices Survey (2012a)

3) Who is using precision farming 

technologies?
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3) Who is using precision farming 

technologies?



Source: The Farm Practices Survey (2012a)

3) Who is using precision farming 

technologies?



Source: The Farm Practices Survey (2012a)

3) Who is using precision farming 

technologies?



5) What are the driving forces in 
this current revolution? 

Humanitarian

Technological
innovation

Environmentalism

Other, 

e.g.. Symbolic

Political

Economic
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5) What are the issues of social 

power and control?
Wolf & Wood (1997): Growing 

trends in US agriculture over the 

past one hundred years:

1) Vertically coordinated (global) 

markets

2) Increasing expansion of large 

multinational companies 

(e.g. the Big Six)

3) Power and control over farmer’s 

decisions expropriated by large 

multinational agribusinesses, 

satellite and IT companies
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5) What are the issues of social 

power and control?

Wolf & Wood (1997): 

Precision agriculture will:

1) intensify this trend

2) continue to shift power and 

control from "on-farm" to "off-

farm” agribusinesses

3) farmer’s local/lay/tacit 

knowledge to become 

commoditised as another 

‘production input’



6) How might these insights 

inform food security debates?
There is evidence to suggest that precision agriculture 

could:

1) Increase agricultural productivity to meet demands of a 

growing global population

2) Reduce harmful chemicals, fertilisers and fuel 

consumption

3) Save farmers time and money

However, it may:

1) Be monotonous and culturally unsustainable

2) Increase social power and economic inequalities 

3) Rely on more industrially produced technologies

4) Offer a modern, global solution over local culture
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