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done to encourage them to remain on 
active duty� Kane also outlines why the 
military’s leadership training is so suc-
cessful and admired by civilian industry� 

Tim Kane’s background as an Air Force 
veteran and successful entrepreneur 
with a PhD in economics gives him the 
perspective, skill, and insight to offer a 
comprehensive evaluation of the current 
system and a blueprint for the future� 

Kane conducted an online survey of 
West Point graduates from six dif-
ferent classes at different stages of 
their careers� Overall, it was a bal-
anced sample, with approximately 250 
respondents, both military and civilian� 
Based on the results of a first survey, 
Kane conducted a follow-up to gain 
additional insight� The results high-
light many reasons why young leaders 
leave the service, and Kane suggests 
what can be done to curb the exodus� 

Kane proposes an alternative to the 
current All Volunteer Force (AVF)—
what he calls the “Total Volunteer 
Force” (TVF)� He posits that there is 
a “philosophical difference between 
the current system, which gives people 
freedom to choose only at the moment 
of volunteering [the AVF], and a system 
in which employees are free every day�” 
Kane’s book is unique in that it offers 
possible alternatives to many of the 
Army’s current personnel policies that 
young leaders despise� It is relatively 
easy to criticize bureaucratic policies 
without offering solutions, but Kane 
does offer solutions, which the Army 
has already begun to implement� For 
example, Kane proposes allowing of-
ficers a break in service to enter civilian 
industry, after which they can return 
to the military without prejudice—a 
policy that the Army recently embraced�

One of Kane’s major criticisms of the 
military is that officer promotions, un-
like their civilian counterparts, are based 
more on year seniority than on merit� “It 
is fair to say that selection to general is 
highly competitive, but the reality is that 
longevity is a bigger factor than merit in 
determining who makes that rank�” The 
result is that in an effort to make the offi-
cer assignment process as fair as possible 
the system has become outdated and less 
than optimal for officers and command-
ers alike� Kane’s TVF proposes promo-
tions based on merit and assignments 
and using a market mechanism— 
that is, an internal job market, in 
which officers apply for any open job�

As a retired Army colonel with almost 
thirty years of active-duty service, 
many of them as a personnel officer, 
I was skeptical when I started read-
ing this book� It is difficult to criticize 
something when you have been a part 
of the problem� However, I found 
that Kane has skillfully proposed a 
series of recommendations that could 
make a difference� Bleeding Talent is a 
must-read for all on active duty today� 
Kane’s writing style and method of 
presenting counterarguments make 
for thought-provoking proposals that 
merit consideration in today’s Army�

THOMAS GIBBONS
Naval War College

Northrup, David� How English Became the Global 
Language� New York: Palgrave, 2013� 220pp� $24

In this slim volume David Northrup, 
a retired Boston College professor of 
history, gives a clear and concise account 
of the development of English into the 
twenty-first century’s one truly global 
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language� First he traces how English 
became the predominant language in 
the British Isles, overcoming such rivals 
as Cornish, Welsh, and Gaelic� Then he 
looks at how English spread through-
out the British colonies that eventually 
became the United States and Canada� 
Finally, Northrup analyzes the culminat-
ing phase of the globalization of English 
and its rise to its current status as the 
lingua franca of the modern world�

To account for this worldwide penetra-
tion Northrup points to a number of 
related developments, especially the way 
English has become the indispensable 
medium of international communica-
tion in science, business, and higher 
education� Northrup identifies the 
meteoric growth of the World Wide Web 
as the most important factor in spread-
ing English to every corner of the globe�

To his credit, Northrup rejects the easy 
and fashionable narratives that view the 
globalization of English as a world-
wide cultural disaster and the success 
of English as one more instance of the 
West’s cultural imperialism� Northrup 
shows that the spread of English has not 
necessarily involved the death of other 
languages� By learning English, in fact, 
people around the world are gener-
ally becoming more bilingual and even 
trilingual; as Northrup correctly insists, 
the global diffusion of English is more 
a matter of “pull” than of “push�” To be 
sure, some governments have mandated 
the learning of English� However, the 
“push” of governments has been less 
successful than the “pull” of people all 
around the world who simply want to 
learn the language to make their lives 
better� Northrup rejects the common 
view that people are passive with respect 
to language, that they just sit around 
waiting to have languages imposed 

on them by fiat� Instead, Northrup 
sees people everywhere taking active 
roles in their own educations, eagerly 
embracing English in the hope that it 
will allow them to trade more freely 
with the international community, to 
keep up with the latest developments 
in science, technology, and popular 
culture, and to take advantage of the 
remarkable educational opportunities 
available in the English-speaking world�

Language is thus a prime example of 
what the Austrian economist Friedrich 
Hayek calls “spontaneous order�” Spon-
taneous orders are the result of human 
action but not of human design� That 
means that many orderly phenomena in 
human life, such as the famous “invis-
ible hand” of the market, result not 
from government central planning but 
from the seemingly chaotic interaction 
of widely dispersed people pursuing 
their individual self-interest yet in the 
process producing a larger public good�

Language is a human institution that no 
one plans in advance but that grows out 
of the active usage of millions of indi-
viduals� As Northrup shows, attempts 
by linguistic experts to create a global 
language “scientifically” have failed 
completely, most notably in the case of 
Esperanto� Despite all the efforts to pro-
mote it, even official recognition from 
UNESCO in 1954, Esperanto has basi-
cally languished in the realm of faculty 
lounges and parlor games� Contrary to 
the conspiracy theories of postcolonialist 
pundits, no central authority set out to 
make English the global language that 
it is today� Some accidents of colonial 
history were undoubtedly involved in 
the process, such as the fact that Britain 
ruled over the populous Indian sub-
continent for several centuries� Yet if 
English had not appealed to millions 

2

Naval War College Review, Vol. 68 [2015], No. 1, Art. 16

https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol68/iss1/16



 B O O K  R E V I E WS  1 4 3

of individuals around the globe on its 
own, the language would never have 
achieved the preeminence it now enjoys�

Unfortunately, Northrup’s book could 
have profited from better copyediting 
and proofreading� It has far too many 
errors of grammar and spelling (on 
the order of “Isaac Azimov” instead of 
“Isaac Asimov”)� Ironically, in view of 
its subject, too much of the “research” 
is straight from the Internet� I did 
not expect to see so many citations to 

Wikipedia in a scholarly publication� 
These problems aside, How English Be-
came the Global Language offers a good 
introduction to its subject for the general 
reader, who will come away from the 
book with a better grasp of what brought 
about the globalization of English and 
what it means for the world’s future�

PAUL A� CANTOR
Clifton Waller Barrett Professor of English  
University of Virginia

3

Cantor: How English Became the Global Language, by David Northrup

Published by U.S. Naval War College Digital Commons, 2015


	Naval War College Review
	2015

	How English Became the Global Language, by David Northrup
	Paul A. Cantor
	Recommended Citation


	tmp.1520861622.pdf.JRXRC

