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KIBBITZER 18
So far v. Hitherto

This Kibbitzer is based on an extract from an essay by a Spanish research student of Economics.
Original

Revision

... there are qualitative factors which so far
accounting was not be able to reflect
satisfactorily.

... there are qualitative factors which so far
accounting has been unable to reflect
satisfactorily.</td

The student was interested in the use of so far in this context. Could - or should - it be replaced by
hitherto? Dictionaries did not give much help in distinguishing between them: so far in COBUILD,
'means up until the present point in a situation, story, etc.' while hitherto in COBUILD, 'is used to refer
to something that has been happening until now').
A concordance of the two expressions from 2¼ million words of New Scientist indicated:
1. When a number of 'side meanings' (e.g. "So far as I know") are excluded, the instances of so
far: (300+: a sample based on every tenth is shown below) greatly outnumber those for
hitherto (11: all shown below).
2. For both expressions, the concordances revealed an association with the Perfect in
approximately half the instances (17/31 of the sample for so far and 6/11 for hitherto) (the
auxiliary 'have' is highlighted in red in both concordances). The concordances also show a
strong association with the Past Participle for hitherto (4/11 citations), an association which
seems to be a weaker for so far (3/31)
3. The two expressions could not be readily distinguished on the basis of position in the
sentence: thus 3/11 instances of hitherto and 10/31 of so far are sentence-initial.
4. A distinctive minor pattern for so far is its collocation with the Non-perfect Present (3/31
1
citations).
The large difference in their relative frequencies (finding 1) persuaded the student to stick to so far
rather than substitute hitherto, while inspection of the citations had the incidental but useful benefit
that it led her to correct the (deviant) past tense was not be able.
Footnote
<sup1. Intuition suggests that hitherto is extremely unlikely to be used with the Non-perfect Present.
This is confirmed by a subsequent examination of 872 citations for hitherto from The Times and
Guardian (size of corpus: 80+ million words).
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