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Doctor of Humanities honoris causa

When China opened up to the world at the end of the
1970s, scholars worldwide began to focus on her role in the
future and anticipate how this country was going to
emerge as a global economic power. Prof. Kenneth
POMERANZ, however, turned to look into China’s past,
trying to trace the long-running patterns of economic
development, environmental change, state formation, and
social structure in China - particularly rural China.

Trained and practiced as a historian all his life, Prof.
Pomeranz’ passion for Chinese history was developed by
coincidence when he randomly enrolled in a Chinese
history course at Cornell University, where he received his
Bachelor’s degree in history in 1980. He was inspired by
the lectures of a professor who gave him 15 books on
China to read over the summer before letting him decide if
he would still be interested in the subject. This led to a PhD
at Yale University in 1988, where he studied under the
pre-eminent historian Jonathan SPENCE. He spent the
1985-86 school year in China, half of it in Jinan, Shandong
Province. This series of unplanned events paved the way
for him to study the reciprocal influences of state, society
and economy in late Imperial and 20th-century China.

Prof. Pomeranz spent the first 24 years of his career
teaching at the University of California, Irvine before
joining the University of Chicago as University Professor
of Modern Chinese History in 2012, making him the 18th
person ever to hold a University Professorship title there.

Prof. Pomeranz’ work goes far beyond history and
intersects a number of different fields, such as economics,
political science, sociology, and environmental studies.
His seminal book The Great Divergence: China, Europe
and the Making of the Modern World Economy, which is a
comparative history of China and Europe circa 1800,
redefined how scholars explain the rise of industrial
Europe compared to that of China. The work
fundamentally altered the nature of the discussion
concerning global history, economic development, and
the nature of historical change.

This thought-provoking book, published in 2000, was
highly praised by reviewers as “a tour de force” and “so
rich that fresh insights emerge from virtually every page”. It
won the 2001 John K. Fairbank Prize of the American
Historical Association, one of the most important honors
for a scholar of Asian studies, and was a co-winner of the
2001 World History Association Book Prize. The French
School of Advanced Studies in the Social Sciences also
selected the book as one of the top 40 books of the last 40
years.
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Prof. Pomeranz’ first book, The Making of a
Hinterland: State, Society and Economy in Inland North
China, 1853-1937, also received the John K. Fairbank Prize
in 1994, making him the only two-time winner in the
50-year history of the Prize.

In 2019, Prof. Pomeranz was awarded the prestigious
Dan David Prize for his studies of macro history focusing
on East Asia, acknowledging the value of taking a broad
view of historical period or events and demonstrating that
he has a gift for comparing economic structures and
processes over long stretches of time and space. He has
also been named winner of the 2021 Toynbee Prize for his
significant contributions to the study of global history.

In addition to receiving numerous book prizes, Prof.
Pomeranz has also received many honors and fellowships.
He is a corresponding fellow of the British Academy and
a fellow of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences,
and has received fellowships from the Guggenheim
Foundation, the American Philosophical Society,
American Council of Learned Societies, the Institute for
Advanced Studies, the National Endowment for the
Humanities, just to name a few.

In addition to his extensive research in history, Prof.
Pomeranz’ is dedicated to editing books and brings
pedagogical attention to his editorial work. He was a
founding editor of The Journal of Global History, and has
served on the editorial boards of both the University of
California Press and the University of Chicago Press, and a
number of journal editorial boards. Editors know him for
his unusually detailed reviews where, as in intellectual
discussions, Prof. Pomeranz focuses on the ideas at hand
and on strengthening and improving them.

Prof. Pomeranz’ profound knowledge in history has
benefited HKUST, especially the School of Humanities
and Social Science (SHSS). Prof. Pomeranz co-published
special journal issues as well as conference collected papers
with SHSS faculty such as Cameron CAMPBELL and
James LEE. His many involvements with HKUST include
having served on the advisory committee of SHSS and as a
senior reader for SHSS’ junior faculty in 2010. He also
participated in the HKUST 20th Anniversary Lecture
Series in 2011.

We are deeply grateful to Prof. Pomeranz for his
unique insight into world history and being at the
forefront of seeking to go beyond world systems to think
more synthetically about global phenomena, as well as his
contributions to teaching and working together with the
faculty of HKUST and other universities around the
world.
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