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1. Introduction 

In the music video for her song “Look What You Made Me Do,” Taylor Swift rises as a zombie 

from a grave marked “Taylor Swift’s Reputation” while singing about how little she likes to be 

messed with. She goes on to sing about how she has grown smarter and more resilient, before 

warning that all she thinks about is karma. Swift’s transformation into a zombie rising from her 

reputation’s grave serves as a useful illustration for her transition into a public figure. To become a 

public figure or celebrity, I claim, is to exist alongside a zombie version of yourself. This zombie 

shares the same name and physical likeness but operates independently of its flesh-and-blood 

counterpart. In fact, public figures do not have any special authority over the zombie version of 

themselves, and in some contexts, they enjoy less authority over their zombie counterparts than 

others do.1 In the US, for example, public figures are not legally entitled to protections against 
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criticism via parody, which can include unauthorized use of their likeness for offensive images, 

insulting jokes, and other forms of public mockery. 

Further, a public figure or author’s name serves multiple different functions, in addition to 

referring to the concrete individual. For example, someone can be the author of a song while not 

enjoying the legal and economic entitlements of ownership. As Michel Foucault observed, a work is 

entitled to become the “murderer” of its author, which suggests that the author’s name exists among 

the living dead.2 An artist’s works can bear their name yet operate independently of their attitudes or 

mental states. In the US, music copyrights are divided between production rights, which cover the 

actual composition of a song, and master rights, which govern the recording of a composition and 

how it is used or sampled by third parties. In June of 2019, the master rights to Taylor Swift’s first 

six albums were sold without her knowledge or consent, effectively “murdering” her rights as their 

author. Swift’s 2019 decision to re-record her first six studio albums can thus be understood as an 

act of institutional revenge, a way to get back at the people who have wielded power over her and 

the institutions that enable exploitation—a battle with her zombified works: the “stolen” original 

albums. In this chapter I sketch an institutional theory of celebrity names to explain the institutional, 

personal, and political significance of self-appropriation, using Taylor Swift’s act of re-recording her 

own music as a paradigm case. 

 

2. What’s in a Name? Barthes and Foucault on the Author 

Function 

Philosophers have traditionally assumed that an account of proper names is an account of their 

semantic meaning and the nature of reference in a manner that also captures how sentences 

involving a proper name can be true.3 On this account, proper names do little more than refer (or 
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point) to a particular persons, places, or things. For example, the name ‘Taylor Swift’ refers to the 

famous singer who was born in West Reading, Pennsylvania in 1989. Or, ‘the Grand Canyon’ refers 

to a large chasm in southern Arizona. The philosophical work involves specifying how the relevant 

linguistic items successfully refer to non-linguistic entities out in the world. Reference is a word-

world relation that contributes to a proposition’s truth value. If a term fails to refer, then the 

proposition is either false or meaningless. Two names are identical when they refer to the same 

object, or when they can be substituted in the same sentence without modifying its truth value. On 

the earliest view, reference is fixed by a definite description because the description can be 

substituted for a name without modifying the truth value of the sentence.4 Take the sentence, 

“Taylor Swift attended the MTV Video Music Awards.” Since I can substitute the proper name 

‘Taylor Swift’ with the definite description ‘the famous singer born in West Reading, Pennsylvania in 

1989’ without modifying the truth value of the sentence, both expressions share the same referent.  

While this account conceives of reference as the only or essential function of proper names, 

it isn’t the only account available to us. In the context of public artistic production or authorship, 

proper names serve multiple functions in addition to referring to concrete individuals. The account I 

support considers a consequence of the postmodern insight that authors do not have a special 

relationship to their name or to their work. In what follows, I use “author” as a placeholder for 

particular authors, artists, or public figures in general. Rather than offering a theory of the semantic 

meaning or nature of proper names, I am interested in exploring how proper names function in 

institutional contexts. In the next section I will suggest that authorial names function to license a set 

of entitlements, permissions, prohibitions, and obligations.  

During the mid-twentieth century literary criticism underwent a major shift in how it 

understood the relationship between an author’s mental states and the aesthetic properties or 

meaning of their works. According to the so-called “intentional fallacy,” it is a logical mistake to 
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assume that an artist’s psychological states determine the meanings of their works.5 In his seminal 

1967 essay “The Death of the Author,” Roland Barthes argues that an author does not play a special 

role in determining the meaning or aesthetic properties of their work.6 Critics, journalists, fans, and 

legal agents can all play a role in determining the aesthetic properties of the work independently or 

in tension with the author’s own beliefs about them. Barthes referred to the primacy of the audience 

in determining the features of a work as the “death of the author.”7 Previously, an author’s 

intentions, experiences, or biographical facts played an important role in fixing a work’s aesthetic 

properties, of which there was only one “correct” interpretation. For Barthes, the “death” of the 

author is really the “birth” of the reader, which is to say aesthetic meaning was no longer “out there” 

in the world and determined by an author’s intention, but the responsibility of the reader. As I’ll 

argue in the following section, Swift’s loss of ownership over the masters of her first six albums 

suggests as well that the death of the author enables the birth of the music-industrial complex, where 

people (or institutions) that play no role in creating a work can still reap the economic benefits one 

would typically associate with authorship. 

Michel Foucault in his 1969 lecture “What Is an Author?” extends Barthes’s thesis to argue 

that the concept of the author should be understood as a discursive function. For Foucault, writing 

bears a special relationship to death because the text has a right to “kill” or “murder” its author.8 

According to Foucault, an author’s name no longer functions in the same way as other proper 

names, which can be determined through reference or description. Instead, the author, “is a certain 

functional principle by which, in our culture, one limits, excludes, and chooses.”9 Foucault characterizes 

this function in terms of permissions, obligations, presuppositions, and inferential implications.10 For 

example, to say that “Homer does not exist” functions to express the claim that the name ‘Homer’ 

does not refer to anyone. However, this does not imply that claims involving the name ‘Homer’ are 
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meaningless, as it does on the traditional view. Instead, the name serves to unify a set of texts, 

including the Iliad and the Odyssey, a unification that is always, in principle, open to debate. 

While Barthes and Foucault are concerned with literary criticism, I think their account of 

proper names (e.g., the author) offers an illustrative contrast to the traditional view and its 

metaphysical account of a proper name as identical to a definite description. If the author does not 

bear any special relationship to their work, then an author’s name is something like a tool we use to 

unify a set of works but not to tether them to any non-discursive entity. For example, to claim that 

various works were written by ‘Plato’ is to license inferences about the relationship between them, as 

permitting critical discourse to make claims about the relational properties between the works. In 

other words, in the context of critical discourse an author’s name no longer performs a referential 

function. 

Notably, Foucault restricts his analysis to literary authorship and claims that the author as a 

function of discourse “does not have a legal status” and “a contract may well have a guarantor—it 

does not have an author.”11 At the same time, Foucault admits that there “exist properties or 

relationships peculiar to discourse” that go beyond considerations of grammar or extension, into 

various “modes of existence.”12 He suggests that there are modes of existence appropriate to 

different cultural and historical periods. Thus, I think a possible extension of his idea is an analysis 

of the “contractual” mode of existence, as one of the institutional functions of an author’s name 

(and the function of authorship more broadly). Swift’s case reveals that authorship can be (legally) 

contested, where people who do not share any traditional creative relationship to a work or set of 

works can reap the benefits that were once reserved for the author. Moreover, Foucault sees the 

referential function of the author as a reflection of “our era of industrial and bourgeois society, of 

individualism and private property.”13 Similarly, I will argue that in the context of the music-

industrial complex, the author of a composition is someone who instigates a process of 
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commercialization. In other words, the author function legitimizes certain texts as a component of 

their body of work, which plays an important economic function: profit-making. However, Foucault 

fails to recognize how authorship was largely reserved for (white) men, and for economically 

marginalized authors economic entitlement becomes a substantial political issue as well. Swift’s 

situation highlights Foucault’s closing consideration that questions of authorship will evolve from 

reference to appropriation, and due to institutional rules or practices, we can legitimately evaluate 

“who” can “assume the various subject functions” and who cannot either do so or do so as easily.14 

My point here is to suggest that in the context of commercialization, the referential function 

of proper names is replaced by an institutional or contractual function.15 In other words, we can 

model proper names as not merely designators for concrete individuals, but also as tools for 

establishing entitlements, permissions, and prohibitions.  

 

3. Authorship, Zombification, and the Music-Industrial 

Complex 

So far, I have argued that proper names perform multiple communicative functions, in addition to 

referring to or describing non-linguistic entities “out there” in the world. I will now extend my 

argument to show how becoming a public figure is one of the social-historical conditions that cause 

an artist’s name to perform a different, institutional, function.  

As a reminder, becoming a public author is a form of “death” because one’s name no longer 

serves a merely referential function.16 Further, the author no longer enjoys the privilege of 

controlling how their works, name, and likeness are replicated or used in critical discourse. I call this 

process “zombification.” I do so because this process takes place after the “death” of the author. 

Consider “zombification” as the process of becoming a public figure such that one is no longer 
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entitled to prohibit others from using their image, name, or works, such as for the purpose of 

commentary, parody, and the like—the same processes involved in the death of the author. The 

zombie is an entity that resembles some concrete, living person but does not have any of its own 

mental states, desires, or plans. Instead, it is merely a discursive representation of a living person. 

Public figures undergo a process of zombification where their image and name are used in ways that 

they need not endorse, accept, or even know about. For example, I have zombified Foucault in this 

very chapter by using his claims, ideas, and their consequences to express my own interpretation of 

his view. Even if he were alive, Foucault could not prohibit me from using his words to express my 

ideas. However, Foucault would be able to produce critical works that use my words, name, and 

ideas to express his idea that I am wrong.  

Typically, under US Copyright law an author retains exclusive rights to the use of their work 

and/or likeness.17 However, someone else can use copyrighted works without an author’s 

permission if they do so for purposes including criticism, such as quoting text from others’ articles 

as I have done throughout this chapter. In other words, Taylor Swift wouldn’t have control over 

how her name ‘Taylor Swift’ as well as the works that are authored by ‘Taylor Swift’ were used or 

publicly displayed. In the US the First Amendment to the Constitution guarantees the right to free 

speech, which includes using others’ names or copyrighted material for purposes including criticism 

and commentary. The First Amendment is the basis for US parody law, which recognizes parody as 

a legitimate form of political and social criticism.18 The US Supreme Court recognized parody as a 

form of criticism for, in both cases, the resulting work expresses a distinct (that is, different) idea. 

According to parody law, it is permissible to use the work, image, or name of a public figure in the 

context of mockery, such as political cartoons or satirical advertisements (including religious or 

sacred figures).19 Thus, I can use the name ‘Taylor Swift’ or her image in the context of a satirical 

cartoon, comedy sketch, or critical article regardless of what Taylor Swift feels or thinks about it. I 
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could even publish parody advertisements that use Taylor Swift’s name and image in order to mock 

or insult her.20 Parody has been recognized as a legitimate form of criticism because public figures 

have a greater degree of influence over others’ beliefs and values. Basically, it is permissible to mock 

public figures because they have more power than the rest of us. The important point for present 

purposes is that parody law supports Barthes’s and Foucault’s shared view that authors do not have 

special authority over their works, names, or their likeness.  

Copyright protects the economic interests of authors, ensuring that they receive profit from 

their work and prohibiting others from using their works in ways that diminish their economic 

success. On first pass, you might think that authorship just is ownership—if I am the author of a 

particular work, then I have a special relation to it, it is “mine” and so I am entitled to prohibit or 

allow others to treat it in certain ways.21 In our current cultural and historical period, however, 

authorship is not merely exhausted by reference or description. While copyright protects an author’s 

rights in virtue of creating a song as a vehicle to express an original idea (for example, its lyrics), 

there are two different sets of legal protections: one for the song itself (specifically, for its lyrics and 

composition) and another for the recording of that song. The former is included in publishing rights 

and the latter is called the master rights. The entity or individual that pays for the recording typically 

retains the master rights.  

As Darren Hudson Hick argues in chapter 1 of this volume, Swift has effectively no control 

over her first six albums, with Sony enjoying ninety percent of the copyright entitlements to her 

songs, which renders her remaining control effectively “meaningless,” and Big Machine Records (or 

its current owner) owning the master rights. Paradoxically, in the context of the music-industrial 

complex, one must sell their copyrights to enjoy the economic benefits of being a copyright holder. 

Artists typically fix the state of their publishing and master rights when they sign a recording 

contract with a record company, which stipulates how the works will be manufactured and 
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distributed. As Theo Papadopoulos notes, “the role of the record company is to transform a musical 

work into a marketable commodity,” a process which “can be an expensive and high-risk 

endeavor.”22 As such, record companies are more likely to shoulder the cost of recording and 

distributing an artist’s music and thereby are granted the master rights to the recordings of the 

songs. While this might seem innocent, as a systematic historical phenomenon it entails that most 

artists do not enjoy the economic entitlements of the songs they otherwise composed and 

performed.  

 

4. The Personal Is Political Is Economic: Taylor Swift’s Self-

Appropriation 

What does all this have to do with Taylor Swift? Well, Swift is a victim of institutional exploitation 

that treads on the distinction between master rights and publishing rights: while she maintains 

publishing rights over the songs she wrote or co-wrote for her first six studio albums (at least, all or 

part of the ten percent that Sony doesn’t own), she has zero controlling stake in the rights to the 

recordings. Through the “death of the author” a public figure becomes zombified, where their name 

operates in institutional and social contexts over which they have no special authority or control. 

However, Barthes’s proclamation failed to anticipate how profit-driven institutions and industries 

would capitalize on the author’s displacement. The institutional practices surrounding music 

copyright entail that being the author of a composition is not identical to being its owner or the 

owner of its recording, and each relationship is constituted by a set of legal, economic, and 

institutional permissions and entitlements. If one does not own the master rights, then their 

recordings are effectively zombified: the artist has no control over how a recording of their 

composition is used. 
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To own one’s masters, then, allows one to license their recording to third parties or for 

commercial use, such as television, film, or streaming services. This means that if an artist does not 

own the master rights to a recording of a famous and profitable song, they will share little in the 

profits. So, while the song “Shake it Off” is attributed to the musician ‘Taylor Swift,’ Taylor Swift 

does not own the master rights and so is not entitled to dictate or control how the recording (or its 

album) is used. In general, Taylor Swift earns little from the first six albums composed and recorded 

by ‘Taylor Swift’ in comparison to what the owners of their master rights earn. As Prince once 

warned, “If you don’t own your masters, the master owns you.”23  

While it is possible for a songwriter to transfer their rights, they must do so in writing: by 

signing their name. This is perhaps most obvious in the case of “selling” one’s catalog, which 

consists of transferring the publishing rights or the rights to one’s lyrics and compositions. For 

example, Bob Dylan sold his musical catalog of over 600 songs to Universal Music, thereby 

forfeiting his right to determine how or when his songs are recorded by others and the economic 

benefits that follow.24 If a film wanted to use a particular recording of a Dylan song, they would 

need permission from whomever owns the master rights. If someone wanted to record a cover of a 

given song for a film, they would need permission from the person or entity that owns the 

publishing rights. The fact that an artist can sell their catalog to a corporation or non-human entity is 

a reflection of our current social-historical situation, not a consequence of the nature of authorship 

itself. Even worse, the fact that there can be holding companies whose sole purpose is to purchase 

the rights to others’ works is a symptom of the music industrial complex, which both depends on 

and reinforces the unequal power relations between record labels (which are legally persons) and 

actual, concrete artists. When we combine zombification with the music-industrial complex, it 

becomes possible for an author’s name to be associated with works over which they have no 

economic or institutional authority. This is where Swift’s battle begins. 
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Further, record companies can use an artist’s name and likeness for advertisement and 

promotion. However, “a lot of artists, especially in the early days of their career, don’t realize that 

signing away your masters means selling the rights to their own work—sometimes for their entire 

career.”25 Swift, like so many other artists, was at an economic and thus institutional disadvantage 

when she signed her first record contract with Big Machine Records. As such, Swift signed away her 

master rights, giving the record company the authority over how her recordings would be used and 

the subsequent profit from their use. According to an interview with attorney Susan Hilderley, 

Swift’s contract is what “you would expect for somebody who was an unknown artist when she 

signed,” where artists typically do not own the masters for her own songs. Likewise, when record 

labels “make investments in unproven talent,” the “trade is that, traditionally, the masters stay with 

the record company.”26 

I am placing Swift’s predicament in tension with Barthes’s and Foucault’s insight, which 

reveals some nefarious consequences of the death of the author: the economic and thus political 

disempowerment of the author, such as the way that profit-driven institutions exploit legal and 

economic distinctions between publishing rights and master rights. The question then becomes, 

what recourse do artists such as Swift have to combat this form of institutional exploitation?  

I believe Taylor Swift’s act of re-recording is a way of engaging in an “institutional” battle 

with her zombie counterparts—her records and recordings for which she does not maintain the 

master rights. These are works that bear the name ‘Taylor Swift’ but over which Taylor Swift has no 

control. While Swift has no special authority over her zombie counterparts, she is entitled to certain 

moves within the public institutions (because she co-owns the rights to the songs) that enable her to 

challenge, modify, or intervene in the relevant practices that determine facts about her zombie 

counterparts. Since Swift co-owns the rights to the compositions for her songs, she is entitled to 

record new versions of those songs in much the same way she could license another artist to record 
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and publish a cover of them. For example, the re-appropriated “(Taylor’s Version)” appended to the 

title of each re-recorded song and album actively impacts the economic success of the original 

‘Taylor Swift’ recordings. Per The Week, “re-recording the songs will make the original masters less 

valuable.”27 As such, I think Swift is engaging in an act of self-appropriation. As Sherri Irvin 

discusses in chapter 3 of this volume, appropriation involves the use of pre-existing works with little 

to no modification.28  

Since Swift wrote her own songs she retains the production rights to her works, and so she 

can re-record the songs with minor modification—she can appropriate her own compositions to 

express a different idea.29 However, she cannot use the original recordings. Crucially, appropriation 

art should not be mistaken for the original work, which in many cases requires that the audience 

have sufficient background knowledge and information. Swift clearly does not want audiences to 

mistake her re-recordings for the originals, which is why she adds “(Taylor’s Version)” to every re-

recorded song and album. Further, Swift can (and will) prohibit the licensing of the original 

recordings, only permitting the Taylor’s Version of a song to be used in advertisements or other 

media.30 Self-appropriation allows Swift to produce her own army of “zombified” versions of 

her own albums that compete with her original works, negatively impacting their economic success. 

Swift is not the first artist to battle the music industry over zombification. Perhaps most 

famously, Prince changed his name to an undefined symbol as an act of resistance against and 

emancipation from his record label Warner Bros. In a press release, Prince noted that Warner Bros. 

“owns the name Prince and all related music marketed under Prince … . [T]he only acceptable 

replacement for my name, and my identity, was a symbol with no pronunciation … . It is my 

name.”31 According to the Los Angeles Times, “what Prince was fighting for, most crucially, was the 

right to own the mechanisms for how his music entered the world.”32 Prince did not object to being 

commodified per se, but to his lack of control over his own commodification. For Prince, the music 
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industry exploited people of color because white music executives controlled and benefitted from 

the work of black artists.  

Crucially, while performing under the symbol, (the Artist Formally Known as) Prince was 

negatively impacting the economic success of zombie ‘Prince’s’ works: the symbol was not 

pronounceable, and it required special software to duplicate in text. In other words, (the Artist 

Formally Known as) Prince created obstacles for media outlets to refer to ‘Prince’ and his works, as 

well as causing issues for Warner Bros. in the attempt to promote and advertise ‘Prince’s’ music.33 

Consequently, Prince used his popularity and (limited) power to battle his zombie counterpart. 

Although (the Artist Formally Known as) Prince could not control how Warner Bros. used the 

name ‘Prince’ and the recordings they owned, (the Artist Formally Known as) Prince could make 

certain moves, such as issuing a press release announcing a name change, that limited what Warner 

Bros. could do with ‘Prince’s’ music and name. Prince abandoned the symbol once he was free from 

the Warner Bros. recording contract. 

Swift’s act of self-appropriation is intended to expose the exploitative practices in the music 

industry more broadly. Swift has stated that she hopes to “change the awareness level for other 

artists and potentially help them avoid a similar fate” while also objecting to the misogynistic 

underpinnings of her work being owned by men and male-run companies: “the message being sent 

to me is very clear. Basically, be a good little girl and shut up. Or you’ll be punished.”34 According to 

music scholar James Perone, “Swift has also exhibited a new type of feminism that is recognized as a 

message of empowerment by some women of her generation but is considerably more controversial 

among some feminists of the past.”35 Swift’s ability to create her own zombie army reflects her 

extraordinary degree of institutional power, which is not typically enjoyed by other artists, especially 

artists of color. Further, as Irvin notes in this volume, Swift positioned herself as a victim (of Braun, 

of the music industry, and of Kanye West), a narrative that plays into long-standing racialized 
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dynamics that position white women as victims.36 In that sense, Swift is championing a form of 

“girlboss” feminism, which understands empowerment as women occupying positions of power that 

are typically reserved for (white) men. Further, Swift has wielded institutional power over other, 

younger and less-established artists, such as Olivia Rodrigo.37 Swift’s public proclamations as well as 

her sizeable fanbase have helped expose not only the difference between master rights and 

publishing rights, but the exploitative nature of the music-industrial complex more broadly—even if 

she sometimes benefits from it as well.38  

Moreover, Swift’s public battle with Big Machine Records is in line with her previous acts of 

advocacy—drawing attention to ways in which the music-industrial complex takes advantage of 

artists. Swift has offered a “very public defense of artists’ rights, particularly as they intersect with 

new technologies,” such as her objections to the royalty practices on streaming outlets such as 

Spotify and iTunes Radio.39 In 2014 she removed her songs from Spotify in protest of its royalties 

policies, and in 2015 Swift published a letter criticizing Apple for failing to pay artists during a free 

trial of its service. According to Billboard, “when [Swift] signed a new global deal with Universal 

Music Group in 2018 … one of the conditions of her contract was that UMG share proceeds from 

any sale of its Spotify equity with its roster of artists—and make them nonrecoupable against those 

artists’ earnings.”40 Swift’s expressions of empowerment have not been limited to her songs. Swift 

has used the various platforms with which she has been afforded through her success as a singer-

songwriter to champion women’s rights and artists’ rights, such as in her 2016 Grammy speech 

when she “warned female artists to make sure that they allow no one to undercut them or to take 

credit for their work.”41 

Though Swift is not the first artist to re-record her compositions, her simultaneous advocacy 

for other artists makes her act markedly different than previous cases, such as Def Leppard and the 

Everly Brothers. While most instances of re-recording are done so for purely economic reasons, 
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Swift is the first to also do so as a form of political advocacy.42 In 2019 Swift observed that artists 

are “working off of an antiquated contractual system. We’re galloping toward a new industry but not 

thinking about recalibrating financial structures and compensation rates, taking care of producers 

and writers.”43 Further, Swift understands that her status affords her protection that lesser-known 

artists lack: “new artists and producers and writers need work, and they need to be likable and get 

booked in sessions, and they can’t make noise—but if I can, then I’m going to.”44 This is where 

being impossibly famous can be a very good thing: “I know that it seems like I’m very loud about 

this,” she says, “but it’s because someone has to be.”45 Swift’s contributions to music and the 

seriousness with which she takes music and the recognition of songwriters were recognized by the 

performing rights licensing agency BMI, which established the Taylor Swift Award of which she was 

the first recipient in 2016.46 

The fact that Swift hopes to create more and better opportunities for other, less famous 

artists is what distinguishes Swift’s re-recordings from other cases. Swift explicitly notes that her 

plight will raise awareness and help other artists “learn about how to better protect themselves in a 

negotiation” because, “You deserve to own the art you make.”47 Swift is thus not merely doing it for 

monetary reasons, she is also opening up new possibilities for other artists, and raising awareness for 

how women are treated in the industry. 

 

5. Conclusion: Zombification as Transformative Experience 

I have argued that authors, as public figures, do not retain any special authority over their own 

works and likenesses. I call this process “zombification.” Further, the music industry takes 

advantage of zombification by creating two distinct sets of rights: publishing rights, which govern 

the composition of a musical work, and master rights, which govern the recording of a composition. 
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As a result, an artist’s name can be associated with a recording or album but the artist themself has 

no authority over how the recording is used or entitlement to the economic benefits of its 

commercial use. 

Although artists “choose” to participate in the institutional practices that give rise to 

zombification, the process itself is what L. A. Paul calls a “transformative experience,” such that 

artists cannot know, beforehand, “what it’s like” to become zombified—that is, to be a public figure 

and thereby to have their works governed and controlled by others. According to Paul, a 

transformative experience is one where an agent cannot predict beforehand what their expected 

utility will be once they have gone through the experience because the experience will radically and 

fundamentally change their preferences and values.48 While Paul takes starting a family and 

becoming a vampire as instances of transformative experience, my analysis suggests that 

“zombification,” or becoming a public figure, is likewise a transformative experience. Paul suggests 

that the concept of transformative experience has important implications for public policies and 

practices such as long-term prison sentences because such policies assume or take for granted that 

someone will be the same person throughout the experience. If becoming a successful public figure 

is a transformative experience, how, or when, should we reconsider the nature of ownership in the 

context of copyright? Hick, in chapter 1 of this volume, for instance, suggests establishing a three 

year “relicensing” period. Such a practice recognizes both the rights of the record companies, given 

their economic risks and investment, and the rights of the creator, given their zombified institutional 

status. This would also signal genuine change in the unjust institutional practices that affect Swift 

and countless other, less powerful, artists. 

One of the ongoing themes in Swift’s music is the notion of revenge: this is the guiding idea 

for her song “Look What You Made Me Do.” While the lyrics she sings as a zombie happened 

before her masters were sold to a man who bullied and manipulated her, they now serve as a perfect 
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illustration of her act of self-appropriation. Now, we can imagine that she is directing these lines not 

at a former friend, as on the original recording, but her former record company as well as the music 

industry itself. Look what you made her do, indeed. 
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