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Karl-Helinz Best

was born on January 28, 1943 in Koblenz, Germany. He studied genera lin-
guistics and German linguistics at the University of Bonn (1964 - 1966), then in
Bochum (1966 -1971) where he extended his study to Scandinavian languages.
In Bochum he wrote his PhD thesis on analogy. From 1974 he taught at the
University of Gottingen.

There are many important aspects of Best's scientific life. The first is the
application of quantitative methods to writing, morphology, lexicon, syntax, lan-
guage learning, language change, borrowing, language comprehension and his-
tory of quantitative linguistics. His main research field is German and Northern
Germanic languages. His immortal merit is the testing of candidates for language
laws on an enormous amount of data. The data were either collected by him from
modern texts or found by him on places where nobody had ever sought them: in
the history of German linguistics. In this way he has shown that German linguists
were always interested in the quantitative evaluation of linguistic data. The 26
historiographic articles in his bibliography were published mostly in the journal
Glottometrics, which enjoys his membership in the editorial board. Bests's
biographies bring to light the fact that linguistics was not that qualitative as
presented in books about its history. There were ideas and works which were
simply ignored because of the weight of other paradigms such as the neogram-
marians and structuralism. The same was the fate of G.K. Zipf, whose philoso-
phy passed almost unnoticed along the army of structural and generative lin-
guists, who were sure to have discovered the “truth”. Today, the traces of Zipf’'s
work can be found in every scientific discipline, his hypotheses form the basis of
frequentism and synergetic linguistics. Karl-Heinz Best detected the son of the
famous physician S.V. Cebanov, who introduced the Poisson process into lin-
guistics and wrote a historical note about his father together with him.

The second important activity of K.H. Best is the propagation of quan-
titative linguistics on the Internet. There are hundreds of articles written by him
about different issues both in qualitative and quantitative linguistics. Not every-
body is ready or takes the time to write popular articles in Wikipedia or Wiktion-
ary but K.H. Best does it with relentless enthusiasm. In linguistic circles one says
that the information about linguistics which can be obtained on the Internet is the
“Best” one.

The third aspect is Best's editoria activity. This is not restricted to his
membership in the editorial boards of Glottotheory, Glottometrics and Gottinger
Beitrage zur Sorachwissenschaft, where he cannot impel the colleagues directly
but he edits also omnibus volumes where he can play the role of a slave driver.
His volumes are aways ready on time and concern both synchronic and dia-
chronic linguistics, everything nicely wrapped in a quantitative dress.
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K.-H. Best cooperates at the conferences on Knowledge transfer in Got-
tingen and Halle.

Since we all begin to be active somewhere at the university and know how
difficult it is to persuade colleagues and students that exact linguistics striving for
theories is perhaps more advanced than concept coining, classifications and rule
description, we cannot sufficiently emphasize the enormous success with which
K.-H. Best won both students and colleagues for quantitative linguistics. Under
normal circumstances one needs a Smith & Wesson, calibre 8 mm, to persuade a
linguist that there are many ways to truth (not only generative linguistics) but
mostly not even a revolver helps. But K.-H. Best succeeded without bodily
violence and both his students and his colleagues published a number of articles
(see References) which would fill several thick volumes. He called his collection
Gottinger Projekt Quantitative Linguistik which can be found also on the Inter-
net. Gottingen was one of the few German universities accepting quantitative
analyses as bachelor, master or doctoral theses. His own work comprises more
than 140 articles and more then 100 book reviews in the journal Germanistik.
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