What do you understand by the term “Literary Theory”? Describe and evaluate any one theory that you have studied 
Nick Aston

Literary theory can be seen as a combination of literature and theory.  Rorty (as cited by Culler, 2009: 3) defines literature theory as “A new kind of writing  which is neither the evaluation of the relative merits of literary productions, nor intellectual history, nor moral philosophy, nor social prophecy,  but all these things mingled together in a new genre”. Rorty’s view reflects a shift from the classical criticisms of art, as discussed by scholars such as Plato, towards a more modern way of viewing literature. As such, one could suggest that Rorty is suggesting that literary theory in itself forms a new type of literature.
Culler (2009: 2-4) expands this point further, arguing that “a theory must be more than a hypothesis” (p.3). In other words, literary theory deviates from the traditional definitions of theory. Yet at the same time, we can argue that literary theory, like theory itself, builds upon existing knowledge and uses theoretical models to form new theories.
Culler (ibid: 3) concludes that literary theory can be defined as “works that succeed in challenging and reorienting thinking in fields other than those to which they apparently belong”. Thus, one can argue that Culler suggests here that other areas such as philosophy and mathematics are of relevance. If this is true, one could argue that although written many years ago, classical literary criticism such as Plato and Aristotle’s are therefore still relevant to literary theory today. Indeed, Plato remains one of the world’s most cited academics.
Culler’s definition further suggests that literature can be viewed as a reflexive, self-critiquing body of writing. When one considers the aesthetic nature of literature, as Wellek and Warren (1977: 25) suggest, one can conclude that literary theory aims to evaluate literature by focusing upon what is beautiful (or aesthetic) to the critic.
This view can be seen in the formalist theory. Seldan and Widdowson (1985: 29) explain that this theory explores “what is specifically literary in texts”. Factors such as the author’s background and historical contexts are of less importance, with formalists preferring instead to look at the form of the text. The formalist belief is therefore that the text should speak for itself. However, if we consider literature writers such as James Joyce, it can be thought that Dubliners, one of Joyce’s most famous works, was a product (and criticism) of the challenging Irish society that Joyce lived in. 
It is worth noting that despite the formalist’s view that historical factors should not take precedence, the development of formalism is closely linked to historical events. Formalists such as Jakobson and Shyklovsky developed the formalist theory at a time when the bourgeois society was predominantly concerned with romanticism. As Seldan and Widdowson (1997: 30) outline, formalism aimed to move away from the poet as an artist to create a new method of appreciation, known as ‘poetics’. To the formalist, they continue, “the artist is now simply a constructor and technician” (p.31). 
Whilst we can say that a historical, cultural or political understanding of the author’s background is not necessary to appreciate literature (indeed, one can read purely for pleasure), it can equally be thought that to ignore these factors entirely is to disregard entirely the very reasons why literature can be written. If we take George Orwell’s ‘Animal Farm’ for example, can we completely ignore the political undertone of the novel?
At the heart of formalism, there was an aim to create a scientific analysis for studying literature, as linguistics is to language. Whilst we can disagree with some elements of formalism, and its desire to separate itself away from romanticism, the theory nevertheless raises valid questions and suggestions regarding literature. Perhaps literature’s greatest power, as Shyklovsky argues, is that art “defamilarises” the mind. In other words, literature provides an escape from our everyday lives.  
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