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Abstract 

Taylor Swift’s “Patient Zero,” featuring Dakota Johnson and Colin Farrell, offers a significant representation 

of collective female solidarity by transforming one woman’s lived experience into knowledge that can protect 

another woman. The song addresses a woman who recognises the danger surrounding a man because she has 

previously experienced it herself, while the music video translates this exchange into a supernatural encounter 

between Swift, the deceased first wife and Johnson, the second wife. This paper argues that the feminist 

significance of the song lies not simply in its depiction of women supporting women, but in its representation 

of female experience as transferable knowledge. Drawing upon Rosalind Gill’s understanding of postfeminist 

agency, Angela McRobbie’s account of the contradictions within postfeminist culture, bell hooks’s emphasis 

on collective feminist consciousness, and Chandra Talpade Mohanty’s conception of situated solidarity, the 

paper examines how “Patient Zero” moves from individual experience to testimony, recognition, solidarity, 

warning, and protection and shows how agency is relational and strengthened through female knowledge-

sharing. 
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Introduction 

Taylor Swift’s “Patient Zero” provides a productive text for examining contemporary representations of 

collective feminism because its central relationship is between two women connected through shared 

experience. The song presents a woman addressing another woman who has become involved with a man 

whose behaviour she already recognises. The speaker identifies herself as “patient zero,” positioning her 

experience as the earliest point of contact with a danger that another woman may subsequently encounter. The 

music video expands this premise by casting Swift as the first wife, who as a ghost, repeatedly attempts to 

warn Dakota Johnson’s character and eventually intervenes physically to protect her. 

This paper argues that “Patient Zero” constructs collective feminism through the transformation of individual 

experience into shared knowledge. The first wife’s experience becomes testimony; testimony enables 

recognition; recognition produces solidarity; and solidarity becomes intervention and protection. This process 

challenges a purely individualised understanding of postfeminist agency. Rosalind Gill identifies 

individualism, choice, empowerment, and autonomy as important features of postfeminist media culture, 

while Angela McRobbie demonstrates how contemporary popular culture can simultaneously acknowledge 
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feminist ideas and reproduce structures that limit women. “Patient Zero” retains the importance of individual 

choice but suggests that individual agency does not require women to act alone. Another woman’s experience 

can provide knowledge through which an individual becomes more capable of recognising and responding to 

danger. 

From Experience to Testimony 

The first wife’s designation as “patient zero” establishes the central metaphor through which the song 

understands female experience. The language of illness, toxins, and infection transforms emotional and 

relational danger into something that can be recognised through symptoms. The first woman has already 

encountered these “symptoms,” and this gives her a form of experiential authority. She speaks as someone 

who has lived through the circumstances herself. 

This makes her experience a form of knowledge. Feminist theory has long questioned the dismissal of 

women’s experiences as merely personal or subjective, and “Patient Zero” places lived experience at the centre 

of its narrative. The first wife knows something because she has occupied the position in which the second 

wife now finds herself. Her knowledge becomes meaningful when it is communicated to another woman. The 

significance of the song therefore lies not simply in the existence of female experience but in its circulation. 

bell hooks’s understanding of feminist consciousness is particularly useful here. Experiences that appear 

private can acquire broader significance when women recognise connections between their individual 

situations. The first wife’s experience initially belongs to her, but it becomes socially meaningful when another 

woman can learn from it. The song thus transforms personal history into testimony. The first woman is 

effectively saying: I have experienced this, I recognise what you may not yet recognise, and I want you to 

have the knowledge that I did not have. 

The testimony is nevertheless offered without an attempt to take away the second woman’s agency. The line 

“It’s not for me to tell / Someone else what to do” establishes an important ethical boundary. The first woman 

can warn, but she cannot decide for another woman. This distinction is central to a postfeminist reading 

because it allows collective knowledge and individual autonomy to coexist. Gill’s model of postfeminist 

agency emphasises the figure of the autonomous woman who is expected to make her own choices. “Patient 

Zero” retains that autonomy while suggesting that choice becomes more meaningful when women have access 

to knowledge generated by other women’s experiences. 

Recognition and Situated Female Solidarity 

The relationship between the two women can be understood as a form of situated solidarity. Chandra Talpade 

Mohanty cautions against treating “women” as a universal and homogeneous category and instead emphasises 

the importance of historically and socially specific forms of solidarity. The solidarity in “Patient Zero” is 

similarly specific. The first and second wives are connected because the second woman occupies a position 

that the first woman has already occupied. The first wife therefore recognises something in the second 

woman’s situation that she understands from experience. 

This recognition becomes the foundation of the video’s collective feminist logic. This is significant because 

popular narratives surrounding heterosexual relationships often position women in opposition to one another. 

“Patient Zero” reverses this structure. The two women are initially connected through the man, but the 

meaning of their relationship ultimately moves beyond him. The man becomes the pattern they are able to 

recognise together, while the relationship between the women becomes the emotional and feminist centre of 

the narrative. The first wife’s concern is not possession but protection. 
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The second wife can consequently be understood as a mirror of the first wife’s former position. The two 

women are not identical, but their shared position allows one woman to recognise the vulnerability of the 

other. The first wife has already travelled along a path that the second woman is beginning to encounter. She 

therefore becomes, in effect, a warning from the future. Her experience provides the second woman with an 

alternative way of interpreting her own circumstances. 

Masculine Toxicity Disguised as Romance 

Although Colin Farrell’s character is central to the circumstances connecting the two women, the video does 

not make him the centre of the feminist argument. His significance lies in the contrast between his attractive 

public persona and the danger that exists beneath it. The song refers to the “devil” beneath a “halo,” creating 

an image of apparent goodness concealing something more threatening. His charm allows him to move easily 

through romantic, familial, and social environments. 

The lyrics also emphasise his relationship with social admiration. The suggestion that he loves how 

“everybody else loves him” and that he is “bathing in your reflected light” constructs a man whose power 

partly depends upon the admiration surrounding him. His “social climb” further suggests that personal 

relationships operate within larger structures of status and visibility. The danger is therefore not necessarily 

immediately recognisable because it exists beneath an attractive social performance. 

The first wife’s experiential knowledge becomes important precisely because she recognises what the second 

woman may not yet see. Her warning does not depend upon a universal claim about men or relationships. It 

emerges from situated knowledge. She has experienced the pattern, and this enables her to identify its signs. 

The feminist value of the warning therefore lies in recognition: one woman helps another see what may 

otherwise remain difficult to identify. 

From Testimony to Protection 

The music video significantly expands the feminist implications of the song by converting testimony into 

physical intervention. The supernatural structure is particularly effective because the first wife’s experience 

does not remain symbolic. She intervenes in the second wife’s physical environment. The moment in which 

she tips over the poisoned coffee is crucial because it literalises the song’s language of toxicity. What exists 

metaphorically in the lyrics becomes a physical threat. The ghost’s intervention demonstrates that her purpose 

is not merely to warn the second wife but to prevent harm. 

The shattered wine glass similarly transforms warning into action. An ordinary object associated with 

domestic and social intimacy becomes the site of disruption. The first wife intervenes precisely because the 

second woman has not yet fully recognised the danger surrounding her. These moments therefore establish 

what may be called protective solidarity, where knowledge becomes action directed towards another woman’s 

safety. 

The distinction between epistemic and protective solidarity helps clarify the structure of the video. Epistemic 

solidarity occurs when one woman’s experience is recognised as meaningful knowledge by another. Protective 

solidarity develops when that knowledge produces action on behalf of another woman. The first wife moves 

through both stages. She has knowledge because of her experience; she attempts to communicate that 

knowledge; and when communication is insufficient, she intervenes physically. 

This movement is particularly important because it prevents “women supporting women” from becoming a 

merely sentimental phrase. Support has consequences. It involves attention, recognition, warning, and action. 

The first wife’s solidarity is demonstrated not simply through sympathy but through her willingness to 

intervene when she perceives another woman to be in danger. 
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Two Forms of Inheritance 

The video’s treatment of marriage and wealth adds a structural dimension to its representation of female 

vulnerability. The first wife’s death is connected to the husband inheriting her wealth, meaning that marriage 

functions not only as an emotional relationship but also as a site of economic power. Her position as wife is 

therefore connected to both social status and material vulnerability. 

This economic dimension makes the first wife’s continued presence especially significant. Her death might 

otherwise appear to mark the end of her narrative and the transfer of her wealth to the man. Instead, the 

supernatural structure allows another form of inheritance to emerge. The man inherits material wealth, while 

the second wife inherits the first wife’s knowledge. 

This contrast is central to the feminist argument. Material inheritance moves in one direction, from the dead 

woman to the man, while experiential inheritance moves in another, from the first woman to the second. The 

first wife’s experience therefore survives in a form that cannot be possessed by the man. What she leaves 

behind is not simply wealth but knowledge that another woman may use to understand her own situation. 

The idea of inheritance consequently allows the video to move beyond an individual story. The first wife’s 

experience becomes something that can be passed between women. Her suffering does not disappear into the 

private history of a failed relationship; it becomes knowledge capable of affecting another woman’s future. 

Postfeminist Agency and Collective Feminism 

The most significant theoretical implication of “Patient Zero” is its challenge to the assumption that female 

empowerment must be individualised. Postfeminist media culture often celebrates women who make their 

own choices, construct their identities, and take responsibility for their lives. “Patient Zero” does not reject 

these ideas, but it demonstrates that autonomy and solidarity need not be opposites. 

The second wife remains an autonomous subject. The first wife does not make her decisions for her, and the 

song explicitly acknowledges the limits of one woman’s authority over another. Yet the second woman is not 

expected to navigate her circumstances without assistance. Another woman’s knowledge becomes a resource. 

Agency is therefore relational: the individual woman remains capable of choosing, but her ability to recognise 

her circumstances is strengthened by collective female experience. 

This creates an important tension within McRobbie’s account of postfeminist culture. If postfeminist culture 

can celebrate female empowerment while simultaneously displacing collective feminist politics, “Patient 

Zero” reintroduces the collective dimension. The woman does not become powerful only through self-

reliance. She becomes better equipped to exercise agency because another woman shares what she knows. 

hooks’s emphasis on collective consciousness similarly illuminates the video’s feminist potential. The first 

wife’s experience becomes meaningful because it is communicated, recognised, and acted upon. Her 

knowledge is not kept private. It becomes part of another woman’s consciousness. Feminism therefore 

emerges as a process of connection where women’s experiences acquire greater significance when they are 

shared rather than isolated. 

At the same time, Mohanty’s emphasis on situated solidarity prevents this interpretation from becoming an 

abstract claim about universal female unity. The solidarity between the two women develops from a particular 

situation. Their connection is grounded in their shared position and the first wife’s experiential knowledge. It 

is precisely this specificity that gives their solidarity its force. 
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Conclusion 

Taylor Swift’s “Patient Zero” presents collective feminism through a distinctive movement from individual 

female experience to protective solidarity. The first wife’s position as “patient zero” gives her experiential 

knowledge of a danger that the second wife has not yet fully recognised. The song transforms that experience 

into testimony, while the music video transforms testimony into supernatural communication and physical 

intervention. The first wife’s ghost therefore becomes a visual representation of female experience that 

continues to matter beyond the life of the woman who originally lived it. 

The feminist significance of the song lies particularly in the relationship between the two women. They are 

not constructed as rivals but as allies. The music video also complicates the individualised model of 

postfeminist empowerment. The second woman does not lose her agency because another woman intervenes. 

On the contrary, her agency is supported by knowledge that she could not have acquired independently. The 

first wife’s warning does not replace the second woman’s decision-making; it expands the knowledge 

available to her. In this sense, the video proposes that autonomy does not require isolation. 

The movement from experience to testimony, recognition, solidarity, warning, and protection ultimately gives 

“Patient Zero” its collective feminist force. The first wife cannot change her own fate, but her experience 

becomes another woman’s knowledge, and that knowledge becomes an act of protection. The song therefore 

imagines women sharing experience and materialising what that solidarity can do. Its most significant feminist 

gesture is consequently not simply that one woman helps another, but that women’s experiences can become 

a form of collective knowledge through which one woman may help another recognise, resist, and survive 

danger. 
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