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Introduction, research methods
In the present paper I am going to take a theoretical as well as empirical approach to the functional spectrum of "of course" and its status as a discourse marker. There are two reasons why I have chosen this linguistic item, firstly, I felt I needed to at least try to do justice to ’of course’ since most scholars (even experts working in the field of DM research) consider it a non-salient, atypical member of the functional class of DMs, secondly, dictionaries and grammar books invariantly gloss its meaning as synonymous with ’naturally’, ’as can be expected’, etc., disregarding a whole range of functions it has in naturally-occurring language.
In order to map the functional spectrum of ’of course’ I looked at naturally occurring tokens in three different corpora, two based on televised interviews and one based on a weekly news and business publication.

The first corpus is based on the Nancy Grace show broadcast on CNN, its language is characterised by a somewhat casual version of legalese. "Nancy Grace" is televised justice themed interview/debate show, designed for those interested in the justice stories of the day. The interviewer ”challenges guests on the most controversial and high-profile legal issues of the day by drawing on her unique perspective as a former violent crimes prosecutor and as a crime victim herself” (cnn.com). Participants in the show are, therefore, all legal experts obviously couching their observations in a register that is comprehensible for a wider audience as well.
The second corpus is based on Larry King Live, which is a mixture of interviews and topical discussions. The show ”features guests from across the gamut of business, entertainment and politics” as well as ”phone calls from viewers around the globe” (cnn.com), as a result, the corpus is a lot more heterogenous than the one based on the Nancy Grace show, but is nevertheless, characteristic of spoken American English and the interlocutors’ utterances form a relatively spontaneous, i.e. unplanned discourse.

The third corpus is based on the online version of ’The Economist’, and as such does not need much of an introduction, let me just point out, that its publishers pride themselves on the publication’s ”objective, factual writing”, which is allegedly exempt from ”emotive journalism”. As a result, the third corpus is in stark contrast with the first two both in terms of the planned-unplanned dimension and the degree of emotional involvement that also affects the particular register at hand.

The three corpora were designed in a way that they contain approximately the same number of words, that is about a quarter of a million. As a result, they are comparable in size to each other as well as to the corpora used in previous DM research (such as the London Lund Corpus used in Aijmer:2002 or the demographically-sampled section of the British National Corpus used in Lewis:2006).
The number of tokens that occur in the respective corpora illustrate that ’of course’ is more frequently used in spoken / unplanned discourse:
Nancy Grace Corpus

135 tokens per ¼ million words
Larry King Corpus

131 tokens per ¼ million words
The Economist Corpus
48 tokens per ¼ million words


The main research question was to determine the degree of context-dependence ’of course’ displays as well as to establish if the functions of ’of course’ in the three corpora can be related to its ’core’ i.e. semantic meaning. Individual functions were identified on the basis of co-occurrence patterns, contextual clues such as position in adjecency pairs and within turns, information and topic management, act sequence and possible DM clusters.

Research findings, the functional spectrum of ”of course”

First I looked at instances where ’of course’ plays a role in conversation management. As examples (1) and (2) illustrate, the function of ’of course’ in conversation management is that of marking strong agreement and disagreement on the one hand and providing feedback (backchannel behaviour), on the other:
(1) Response marker

(NG)
CASAREZ: And you got money from insurance for that? 

BARBER: Yes, of course.

(LK)

KING: Do you think any less of him as a godfather?

HICKS: Of course not.

(2) Feedback

(NG)
UNIDENTIFIED FEMALE: There are many people who assume that there was some kind of sexual abuse involved.

CRAIG AKERS: Of course.

(LK)
KING: Give it any thought, because that was a big rumor ...

STEWART: Of course.

Another distinct function of of course is when it is associated with lists / sequences, of course gives relevance to the item in the list it precedes (a frequent pattern is that of course co-occurrs with and functioning as coordinator in the left context):

(3) 

(NG)
.... and everyone here on this panel, except myself and the other defense attorney and, of course, Mr. Genovese -- really is just trying to explain why there is so much confirmation ... 

(LK)
We expect all three of the major candidates to be with us, that would be Dean, Edwards, and of course, Kerry, and we also will have as our experts in studio...

Of course also frequently occurs in stories; it might signal a new development and/or prominent element in the story structure, function as an evaluative device or mark side sequences. In all three of the subfunctions a co-occurrence pattern can be observed with and functioning as discourse marker (rather than as a coordinator, compare lists above) in left context.
(4)

(NG)
... came back and said it did not appear there was anything out of the ordinary. But of course, they had no way of actually knowing what was in the car with them. 

(LK)
I said Judy, he's gone. And of course that was a moment where a whole phase of everything ends. And, I mean, I don't know....

The next two functions, (5) and (6) are related to information management and are especially interesting, since, despite the dictionary definition of of course, glossed as ’as can be expected’, ’as we all know’, etc., naturally-occurring tokens of of course show that when it comes to information management, of course has a propensity to mark new information and/or the newsworthiness of its host utterance almost to the extent it can mark old information. Examples under (5) illustrate the former, while the utterence under (6) exemplifies of course marking old information:
(5) 
Marker of new information, topic change

(NG)
And this is just the latest in a long litany of procedural abuses. Of course, one of the most significant of those was the fact that they gave an accuser who had already changed their story several times a photo array that only has suspects in it.

(LK)
In think probably England is the only country where a woman will kiss another woman's hand. And indeed, it is only with the sovereign that you do that. But of course, you don't actually kiss her hand, you will kiss your own thumb. You take her hand and then kiss your thumb.

(6) 
Marker of old information, shared background knowledge

(NG)
Of course, it`s -- you know, it`s a question that no parent -- that every parent is going to go through their mind.

The next function is of course associated with personal-centre switches, i.e. cases where Speaker speaks as if Hearer were Speaker, or Hearer’s knowledge were equal to Speaker’s knowledge (cf. Brown and Levinson 1987:119ff). The use of of course co-occurring with personal-center switches can be associated with positive politeness strategies, in addition, there are several cases in my corpus where the combination of of course and a personal-center switch marks "agressive questions" and persuasion / manipulation of the interlocutor. This observation echoes Aijmer and Simon-Vandenbergen's (2004) claim that of course is frequently used by politicians for rhetorical reasons and "to express knowledgeability and certainty (epistemic stance) as part of their role as persuaders" (p1785).
(7) Personal-centre switch

(LK)
You have to remember, of course, Larry, that the people in this country have spent decades under a repressive political regime.

Finally, functions (8) and (9) (marking self-correction and lexical search, respectively) represenent uses of of course, where its function is least related to the semantic core, i.e., where of course is the most bleached of its meaning and has the widest range of pragmatic implicatures. In the case of other DMs such as you know and I mean, it is exactly these uses that result in stigmatization on the part of laypeople and theories such as the ”random sprinkling hypothesis” (Fox Tree and Schrock : 2002) on the part of scholars. The fact that of course displays such funtions is another argument in favour of the view that of course is at an advanced stage of pragmaticalization (please note also that of course in (9) occurs in a cluster with a token of you know that also functions as a filler).
(8) Self-correction

(NG)
That is a crime -- a misdemeanor, of course, a city ordinance, but still a crime. 

(9) Filler

(NG)
Oh, Ben, when he walked into the door -- of course, you know, he had to have the -- he had to go to the hospital with Shawn.

As for the functions of of course in journalese, it is interesting to consider, that in the majority of cases, of course occurred in The Economist Corpus in a contrastive function, marking topic shift, or shift of perspective from one paragraph to the next, as examplified in (10):
(10) Contrast, topic shift

a 
Databases have been integrated and border security tightened to the extent that al-Qaeda has a hard time getting into America. 


There remain serious weaknesses, of course. America's borders are still porous, its chemical plants vulnerable...

b
For the best-looking women, this edge is worth as much as ten percentage points.

Not everyone looks good in the same way, of course. Senator Russ Feingold of Wisconsin triumphed in 2004 over an opponent ten years younger and better-looking.
Of course also occurs in quasi-lists in journalese as well as in an ironical guise and by way of feigning self-correction [(11), (12) and (13), respectively]. These three functions usually mark a style shift in the body of the news article giving the text a colloquial quality:

(11) In lists, pretending to ‘just remember’

Every deal is thus accompanied by a joint-venture in savings and insurance products and, of course, credit cards.

(12) ironical use of of course
Mildred says she‘s going to break the law if she has to, and it’s highly unlikely anyone will actually stop her. Unless, of course, she’s unlucky enough to find Mr. Reed occupying the adjoining seat.

(13) Self-correction

Nothing was easier. Of course, the unenlightened could stumble sometimes, burning their tongues, or jabbing in a fork after only one minute of silent contemplation ....

Finally, table one, summarizes the number of occurrences each function is taken up by of course in the Larry King and the Nancy Grace corpora. Let me once more point out the fact that of course marks new information in both corpora almost as frequently as it signals that what the speaker is about to say constitutes shared knowledge. What differentiates the two corpora, however, is the fact that of course is used as a response marker and in personal-centre switches more frequently in the LK corpus than in the NG corpus, which suggests a higher interactional as well as argumentative value associated with of course in the former.
table one: the functional spectrum of of course in the NG and the LK corpora
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Conclusions, the place of ”of course” in the functional class of DMs
Having mapped the functional spectrum of of course in the corpora, let me now turn to the theoretical implications the study has with respect to the status of of course as a discourse marker. There are ten characteristics on the basis of which the functional class of DMs can be distinguished from other classes, these fall into 3 groups: formal-syntactic properties (optionality, weak clause association, quasi-initiality), semantic-functional properties (non-propositionality, procedural meaning, multifunctionality, context-dependence, variable scope) and stylistic properties (frequency, orality, stigmatization). In a previous paper (Furkó:2006) I argued that these properties can be viewed as the triggers, concomitants and the results of the various stages of pragmaticalization. In the same paper I hypothesised that DMs constitute a radial category based on the fact that they display the above properties to varying degrees, i.e. they are currently undergoing different stages of pragmaticalization. Accordingly, the properties identified above serve as criteria for membership in the graded category of DMs.
On the basis of the above study I hope it has become clear that not only is of course multifunctional, but an individual instance of of course can fulfil a variety of functions simultaneously. In addition, the various uses of of course are context as well as genre/register/style, etc. dependent, illustrated by the fact that within the same mode of discourse (unplanned / spoken) and the same genre (televised interviews), the kind of register used by the interlocutors makes a crucial difference to the overall distribution patterns of the various functions of of course. In addition, the examples also illustrate that of course is most salient in oral genres, relates its host unit to the previous utterance and has a variable scope ranging from a single lexical item (e.g. in the case of lists) to a whole paragraph (e.g. its contrastive use in journalese). Since the non-propositionality, optionality and weak clause association of of course is beyond question on the basis of previous research (cf. Lewis:2006) that leaves us with two properties remaining: procedural meaning and high frequency. 
As for the former, I would like to argue that none of the contemporary uses of of course have a direct relation to the phrase ”as a matter of course”, i.e. the original meaning of of course widely used in the 17th century (Lewis:2006). Instead of marking an objective cause-effect relationship, present-day of course signals subjective deductions, assumptions, concessions, agreement, even contrast, etc. This observation fits in nicely with the objective <  subjective unidirectional cline observed with respect to the pragmaticalization of DMs. Since present day tokens of of course are not synonymous with ”as a matter of course”, of course fails the compositionality test, and, therefore, fulfils the criterion of having procedural meaning.
As far the criterion of high frequency is concerned, one has to admit that of course is by no means as frequent in unplanned discourse as more prototypical DMs such as you know, I mean, well, oh, etc. However, the fact that of course does not fulfil a secondary (stylistic) criterion, does not justify its exclusion from the set of close-to-the-core members of the functional class of DMs.
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