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OWNING YOUR MASTERS 
(TAYLOR'S VERSION) 

Postfeminist tactical copyright and 
the erasure of Black intellectual labor 

Anjali Vats1

Taylor Swift is having a good run, Her re-releases of Fearless and Red _generated impressive sales 
and critical praise, as did her new releases of folklore and evermore. From red velvet wedding cakes 
to viral Jake Gyllenhaal memes, it is hard to imagine how Swift's presence in the American 
popular cultural lexicon could be stronger. Though some critics have_ heralded the arrival of a 
remade and more "mature"Taylor Swift, others claim "Taylor Swift Knew Every thing When 

She Was Young." 2 The mere fact of this debate highlights a notable turn: Taylor Swift has more 
fans than ever,3 on account of her music and now .her politics. Though scholars and activists have 
long cr itiqued the talented Swift for engaging in neoliberal post-feminist politics that reinforce 
racial divides, 4 her new battle has earned her respect even among skeptics. 5 This is not terribly 
surprising.As SarahJ.Jackson obser ves, audiences and critics have become increasingly obsessed 
-with the political platforms of celebrities, 6 including the inimitable Swift. This chapter turns 
a critical eye to one aspect of Swift's newfound popularity; her decision to draw on (white) 
feminism to take a stand against record company economic exploitation and gender discrimi
nation by rerecording and rereleasing the first six albums in her catalog. I complicate the story 
that came out about Swift's struggle to "own her masters," by examining its racial implications 
against the larger backdrop of the "sonic color line"7 and the structural inequalities that flow 
from it. In the following pages, I demonstrate how attending to race and gender can help illu
minate the,

.
historical trajectories of the racial politics of ownership in the m.usic industry and

how Black feminist ethics have aided in reimagining copyrig�t practices, even as they benefit 
white women. 

In defining intersectionality and subsequently examining the benefits and costs that accrue 
from Swift's white femininity, I draw on Devon Carbado's elaboration ofKimberle Crenshaw's 
work, Cheryl Harris' classic piece on "whiteness as property,"8 and the developing area of critical 
race intellectual property (CRTIP),9 an interdisciplinary body of scholarship and activism that 
examines and contests the racial inequalities in intellectual property law using critical race the
ory (CRT) as a starting point. Intersectionality is an important tool for CRTIP scholars because 
it highlights multiple forms of inequality in intellectual property law.10 While it is an analytic 
that is often deployed to center the experiences of Black women, Carbado emphasizes that it is 
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useful in examining the intersections of all categories of identity with respect to oppression, not 
only Blackness and femininity. He observes that" [c] olorblind intersectionality refers to instances 
in which whiteness helps to produce and is part 0£ a cognizable social category but is invisible or 
unarticulated as an intersection.al subject position." 11 

I interpret this as a call to understand how white femininity intersectionally enables cer
tain types of (intellectual) property-based storytelling that effectually minimize, even erase, 
preceding histories of Black social protest. While Swift's music industry moves are frequently 
treated in the popular press as novel and groundbreaking, I argue that they were made pos
sible by three intersecting phenomena: 1) the persistent ownership protests of Black artists 
and activists, propelled by radical Black feminists, whose liberatory intellectual labor paved 
the way for famous musicians including Bessie Smith, Dionne Warwick, Ray Charles, Stevie 
Wonder, Prince, and Tina Turner to succeed in their daunting struggles to gain control over 
their masters; 2) the composition/recording distinction enshrined in the Sound Recording 
Act of 1971, that operates primarily to the benefit of white people; and 3) Swift's postfeminist 
self-styling as an innocent and wholesome but flawed all-American singer-songwriter who is 
also a skilled entrepreneur. I coin the term posifeminist tactical copyright as a theoretical lens for 
understanding how and why some copyright interventions implicitly entrench the privileges 
associated with whiteness at the expense of people of color, frequently Black people, through 
invocations of (white) postfeminist and neoliberal capitalist rationales, e.g., narratives of indi
vidual fairness and carceral empowerment, as a means of pushing for material gaiµs. These 
gains are not only frequeutly divorced from larger racial justice struggles because of their 
meritocratic emphasis on the individual as the site of struggle, they intentionally and uninten
tionally instrumentalize those moments of historical protest as stepping stones for success. In 
making this argument, I consider the narrative of feminist liberation that Swift has advanced 
in performances and interviews and on social media as well as media coverage of her and her 
master record controversy over the years. 

Ma Raineys Black Bottom (2020) and Cadillac Records (2008), two ftlms that call attention to 
the struggles Black artists faced in the music industry in the early to mid-1900s, particularly 
with respect to ownership rights, showcase that Black oppression and white succes� are often 
inversely related, with empathy for the dispossession of Black musicians rarely taking center 
stage. in crafting copyright law or industry practice.12 Swift's white womanhood aids in mark
ing her as an aggrieved party in a system of intellectual property protecti

.
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as Rebecca Tushnet, Sonia Katya!, and Ann Bartow have demonstrated 1s deeply sexist m its 
presumptions about the natures of creativity, culture, and property. 13 But it also marks .her as a
figure privileged by her race, gender, and class who builds her resistance on past labor mves.ted 
in combatting exclusion , using methods that are steeped in liberal individualism and exploita
tive capitalism. Understanding the interconnectedness of her struggle with the strugg�es of . th�se 
who came before, using the theoretical lens of intersectionality, is a necessary step m buildmg 
more egalitarian copyright regimes. While scholars including Kevin J. Greene, Olufunmilayo 
Arewa, Madhavi Sunder, and Keith Aoki have discussed the racial politics of copyright law 
at length, they have largely focused on the dispossession that people ef color have faced due to 
intersectional oppression and structural exclusion. 14 This chapter centers the ben!:_fi.ts that accrue 
from white femininity, even in a copyright system that is biased against women of all identities, 
reading it in relation to the earlier and later struggles of Black artists to own their masters. It 

thus highlights the need for multifaceted contextual and relational approaches to intersectional
ity that sometimes focus on the privileges of whiteness, especially when considering celebrity, 
music, and property across matrices of domination. 15 
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