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SongVersation: I Am Light
Part 3. My REAL struggle…

Tis Healthy to be sick sometimes. - Henry David Thoreau

Just 3 months after this image on the
red carpet in February of 2012, a health
crisis affected my skin in a MAJOR way.

We left off SongVersation Part 2: Nuance, saying, that I was fighting a VEEERRY different battle than “SkinGate 2013” would
suggest. Actually I was fighting a FEW different battles. Some of it very private and unique to me, and some of it, sadly common and
predictable. The reason I’m writing ALL of this, instead of just sending a few tweets or letting “SkinGate2013” just be, is because I
MUST speak my truth, having someone ELSE project their story on to me, doesn’t sit well with me. The price of being unexpressed
is TOO high, I know THAT, from experience. Being in the public eye most of my adult life, I have learned this: You NEVER know what
ANYbody is going through. And so this essay is entitled, SongVersation: Part 3 My REAL struggle, because there is much MORE to
“SkinGate2013” than meets the eye.
So, I want to start, where I left off at the end of SongVersation Part 2: Nuance,
The challenge of bringing YOU into MY world.
Physically: I’ve mentioned a few times here in this SongVersation, that I had a health issues that affected my skin and finally I’m
going to talk about that here. THE BIG ISSUE I was having was with the HEALTH of my skin!! not the SHADE of my skin. I had been
through a health crisis in early 2012 that resulted in my detoxing through the skin (mainly) on my face. As I mentioned earlier, my
skin tone is Type 5 (on the Fitzpatrick skin type scale), brown to dark brown, tans easily, scars easily, rarely burns. In a matter of 6
weeks, I went from having perfectly, even toned skin to having Large areas of cystic acne, little acne bumps, AND A rash basically
over my entire face. All of this eventually turned into scars ALL OVER MY FACE. I looked in the mirror one day and realized only
the area under my eyes was clear.
The foundation of this SongVersation is my humanity, and to speak as a physical, spiritual, mental, and emotional FULL being, - not
a “celebrity” and I will continue in that vein here in Part 3 because this is where it starts to REALLY matter.
I certainly didn’t enjoy going through this, but I honor that experience now, because I NOW, know that it was necessary. The shift in
my body was SO DRASTIC, I didn’t think I was going to die, but it was the first time that I REALLY faced my mortality.
SO, By the day of the photo shoot, I had come through this difficult time! It was a lot of work with diet and supplements, rest from the
road, spiritual and emotional work. I’m STILL healing from that era, some days are better than others with my skin, but TODAY, I am
on the other side of the acute phase of it.
I realize now that my skin attracted so much attention, because I WAS paying so much attention to it.

The day of the “Cocoa Butter” photoshoot:
Physically: My skin was still in the healing process, but not yet HEALED. The photographer requested heavier makeup than
normal, as a complement to the special “Ring Light” she created. This light is used to “blow out” skin imperfections. I really just
wanted to look pretty and luminous, and truthfully, that IS what I saw, and STILL see when I look at this picture… a version of ME.
Emotionally: It did hurt a bit to be photographed with my skin in that state, but honestly, I was so filled with JOY, to just be doing a
photo shoot at all. For that day, I was just focused on the joy.
Mentally: I was prepared to step BACK into the music industry world. I’d come SUCH. A LONG WAY. The first outfit of the day was
a dress created by my Mother, we named it (we name all of her creations) “The Prince Dress”, as in the artist Prince; gold, purple
and lace. This dress was short for me! VERY SHORT, but I really DO love my body, and my legs have always been my favorite
physical attribute. MY Mom has ALWAYS said “you have some of the best legs in the biz, you need to SHOW them”. So this time, I
did. I‘d been through so much, I just wanted to LIVE. Mentally, when I stepped onto the set, I felt GOOD.
Spiritually: When I left in 2009, I prayed for 3 things; a career that I enjoy, a baseline feeling of well being, and to be FREE. After
a 19 hour photo shoot, this being my first big project back in 4 years, we were all surprised by how different, organized, and FUN
it was. The entire SoulBird creative team felt that day was a model for how work SHOULD happen. A few days later we received the
ENTIRE photo shoot. We LOVED ALL OF IT! Our task was to choose ONE image for the first single “Cocoa Butter” and send the
chosen image out for retouching. I was on a high for weeks, that I was actually enjoying my career.
That’s why it was a shock for all of us when…

My REAL Struggle:
...we got the photoshopped image back. WE. WERE. SHOCKED!!! It was clear that the retoucher and I had different visions of me
“looking the BEST I ever had”. The issue was not the color of my skin but the photoshopping of my BODY! We were STUNNED!

First round of photoshop. I was like,
“Uh, left whose legs are these?

The Final Photo. I STILL
think MY leg looks weird …

LITERALLY, I had no knees. It was RIDICULOUS.
Emotionally: As I mentioned, I was strong and READY for the world in general. I was prepared to defend showing that much of my
body and having that “KIND” of body. I just didn’t think I’d have to fight THIS battle, at THIS level, THIS EARLY in the process; before
the picture was even released to the public.
Again, the challenge of bringing people into MY world: We went back and forth so many times with the retoucher, that we finally
requested the completely un-retouched image. I gave the picture to someone I trusted, someone who understands me and actually
thinks I’m beautiful, my friend Anna Valencia Bruch - who had done all of my previous album covers. THAT’s is what WE were
dealing with...

Completely un-retouched legs.
We went back and forth for many days while under VERY tight deadlines. I was STILL writing, AND recording, AND doing interviews,
AND traveling for performances. we finally completed the re-touching of the image, JUST in time to ship the song to iTunes and radio.
Words cannot even explain the STRESS of this time. We were GRINDING!
As I mentioned in Part 1 those MISSTEPS that can hurt so much.
All of this took me back to the experience of shooting the cover for my third album Testimony Vol. 1: Life & Relationship. I was told,
“You can do whatever you want, but this (the photo on the left) looks too “muscular.” I was basically coerced. It was implied that I
would sell more albums with the OTHER cover. It was implied that the label would support me MORE if I chose the OTHER cover.
I went along with it; in other words I was afraid. So I complied. It obviously bothers me to this day.

The cover I wanted. This ended
up being the cover in the UK.
				

The cover in the rest of the world.
We also argued over the smile, the
hair, and the tilt of my head.

Given my past experiences, my past missteps, I was invested in this Cocoa Butter image, and wanted to get it right.

The night before “Cocoa Butter” was released, I laid across my bed with my eyes open feeling SOMEthing I couldn’t put

my finger on. I’ll never forget that night. I was excited but worried; I guess in hindsight it was anxiety. This is significant because
when I lay down (and sometimes sitting up, in cars, planes, etc.) I go TO. SLEEP. I was hours away from diving back into the very
waters that almost drowned me. My promise to myself was that I would come back to the industry and TRY this life again and SEE
how it goes, and if it’s wasn’t working I would walk away for good. I was just hours away from what would either be the beginning of
Act 2, or the beginning of The End.

The day the Cocoa Butter single was released, within MINUTES my social networks were FLOODED. It was exciting,

AND uncomfortable, that same feeling I felt lying across the bed the night before. Initially the discomfort was from the sexual energy
in the comments. For a lot of reasons I’ve been uncomfortable with that “kind” of attention. So, I sent the image to a few of my male
friends asking, “Is it really THAT sexy?”. The answer was always “Yes”! Again, I was prepared to DEFEND showing my body, so I
never expected this “SEXY” reaction.
As the days went by, and I was forced to confront myself, I realized that all of the work I’d done in the four years leading up to this
day, mattered. Those old feelings of wanting to hide were a habit, it wasn’t anything I actually FELT anymore.
I loved the image. I loved what it said about me. I LOVED, that I was actually REACHING my intention of looking like the WOMAN
I had become. So, I REALLY wasn’t prepared when...
about four days in the skin bleaching allegations BLEW UP! The main antagonizer tweeted something about how he was concerned
because of “what I mean to his daughter”. I want to thank that person today for giving me the impetus to speak my mind on so many
of these issues. @rhymefest, I hope your daughter reads this

The challenge of bringing you into my world
This is where it gets REALLY interesting.
Let’s get into it!
Fast forward about a month after the release of Cocoa Butter: I’m sitting around a table with my SoulBird creative team and I see
out of the corner of my eye the Cocoa Butter image on someone’s laptop. My first thought was, “I’m my MOTHER’S color”. She is
lighter skinned, (around a Type 4 on the fitzpatrick skin scale) I said out loud, “HOLD ON A SECOND, LET ME SEE THAT!!!” Then
slow and stunned like I say, “NOW I… SEE WHAT…. SOME PEOPLE…. MUST HAVE…..SEEN.”
We went around the table looking at the picture on phones, laptops, and iPads, only to find I was a slightly different color / feel on all
of them. The ONLY image that looked like what I HAD ENVISIONED was the one on MY laptop screen.
The most difficult debates are the ones where everybody is right. Maaaaaaaan, how do you talk about THAT?!? I mean REALLY.
I also realize now in hindsight, I WAS lightened, with the make up and the flash, and I was being seen thru the photographer’s eyes.
Given the way they photoshopped my body, I see now that we had MUCH different ideas of what it means to make a beautiful picture
of ME. I didn’t even notice the color, I wasn’t looking for that. I NEVER look for that.
I realize NOW, that my skin became the focus of this image because, it was MY focus, not the COLOR of my skin, but the HEALTH
of my skin.
I realize NOW, that there was NO WAY that I could control how that image looked on every device, or to every EYE. There was NO
WAY I could control how this image would read to every person’s PSYCHE anymore than I could control what people thought I should
look like.

I still don’t see my color in this picture as “wrong”, I really just don’t see the world that way, but I DO see what some others saw.
I understand now, why in my prayer time I was guided to BE STILL. We really were all “seeing” different things.
What I STILL DON’T UNDERSTAND is, WHY the attack?
Why it is our natural response to attack one another?
What we’re doing with this “color trolling” thing, is blaming the victim, AND blaming the victim inside of ourselves. Have you heard
the saying: When you point a finger at someone else, there are literally 3 fingers pointing back at you?
I used to think this saying was kind of corny, but I see now, it’s deeper meaning.
it saying that judgement is simply a mask for fear.
Needing to protect yourself, that is just a part of life, if you let your fear keep you from flying, you will never reach your height. - Come
Back to the Middle from the album Acoustic Soul
I get it, we are all looking for a way to feel better, a way to not be so afraid about our life’s particular challenges, and if we can focus
that fear on something external we feel better… for a little while anyway.
That is why I have said throughout this SongVersation, “SkinGate2013” is not about ME. It’s about something I triggered. Removing
the trigger is the REAL healing.
The real Key to empowerment is to focus on YOU.
I want to say this to every critic of this Cocoa Butter image:
To every person on my InstaGram page who says, “I don’t know what it is, but her skin just looks “different”, or anyone else still
questioning or discussing this as a side note whenever my name comes up, my skin looks different because...
It is. *shrug*
My skin IS different.
Did I lighten it? NO! However, what I have discovered is that it does REFLECT more light in images. Clearly all of the purging of
toxins and shedding of skin made it “different”.
I AM DIFFERENT.
My skin IS dIfferent.
And WHY CAN’T IT BE?
This is just LIFE doing what it does.
WE, ALL OF US, are FLUID beings! We shift in height and shoe size, in hair texture and hair color, we shift in weight, in skin color,
in personality, and energy! We are ALL, always changing, over the course of our lives.
People. Change.

AGAIN: When I talk about being seen as a FULL being, physical, spiritual, mental, and emotional, there is MORE “different” about
me than how I LOOK!

I didn’t feel SAFE trying to explain this in that climate. I tried on Oprah’s Super Soul Sunday, but just wasn’t ready to take the
conversation that far. But I’m going to attempt to explain it here:
MATURITY: I believe, as human beings, every aspect of who we are is interconnected, meaning when one part shifts, so go the
OTHER parts. So, what happened with my skin, was the PHYSICAL aspect of a profound life transformation.
The physical part of that transformation is what people are responding to because obviously, it’s the part that can be SEEN. Even I
SEE a different me when I compare images of myself from 2009 and 2013.
Here’s the part that is especially difficult to explain. I strongly believe that what most people perceived as different about me, the thing
that they couldn’t put their finger on, is MUCH MORE THAN MY SKIN! What they are seeing is a A MATURED me. I call what I went
through “embodiment” (more about this later). Quite simply, I had matured. It happens to all of us.
As one of my fans said about seeing the Cocoa Butter image, “When I saw it, I did think, is that MY India?”
Yes, it’s ME.
I know it’s hard for some people to REALLY wrap their minds around this, but this IMAGE is really NOT so farfetched. It’s an aspect
of ME, and I ask, “WHY CAN’T IT BE?!”.
The miracle of Melanin! IS its beautiful diversity of Brown, Gold, Yellow, Green, Red, Blue undertones… and why can’t it be?
Michaela Angela Davis, my friend and stylist for my very first magazine photo shoot, on the episode of BET’s Being Mary Jane that
sparked this letter, called it, “Our Magic”, and she asked, “Why can’t we PLAY with our MAGIC?!”. I agree with her. WHY CAN’T IT
BE?
I want to ASK every critic of this Cocoa Butter image a question:
“Because the rest of the world has a colorism complex, because our ancestors were terrorized in this way, does that mean WE,
TODAY as Black people have to carry the complex into the next generation?”
One day, WE will be someone’s ancestor, and what will our legacy be?
YOUNG BLACK AMERICA IS THE MOST INFLUENTIAL CULTURE IN THE WORLD. But, we are a very YOUNG culture that is still
living the legacy of slavery because our MINDS are enslaved in many ways. While we set the trends, we fall back into this trap of
FOLLOWING someone else -- off a cliff in many instances.
I ask, “CAN WE be the generation that lifts the consciousness of the world out of colorism?”. “WHY CAN’T IT BE?”.
Why CAN’T we, wear straight hair AND nappy hair depending on the season?
Why CAN’T we be lighter in the winter and darker in the summer?
Why CAN’T we shape shift the way the rest of nature does and BE that magic?
Not at the behest of a society that dictates, but out of celebration, and authenticity.
I am asking you, “CAN WE BE OUR MAGIC?”.
I’m finally ready to answer THE question…
The ONE question posed that I felt mattered…
“Why did I let that image go out that way?”
The answer is...

I DIDN’T “LET” it go out that way.
For all of the reasons outlined in this SongVersation.
1. What I put forth was different than many EXPECTED of me, because simply I’d changed.
2. The world has changed, people are looking for other things, “color trolling” is NO DOUBT a distinct construct of the social media
era. When I left the public eye in 2009, I wasn’t even really on twitter. one of the FIRST tweets I sent was from the island i’d ran away
to.
3. The images WERE lightened, by the process, lights and makeup, but I didn’t and STILL don’t see it as that drastic.
4. This image translated into a digital format, took on many different looks depending on the device. In the final product, the subtle
humanness of the skin and the shimmer was gone, it just looked flat and lightened.
5. Because my skin color consistently photographs so differently, it’s normal for me to see myself in different shades.
6. My Mom is about, a skin type 4 (on the Fitzpatrick skin type scale), so seeing a “lighter me” is something my Soulbird team
understood visually.
7. I was fighting a few COMPLETELY DIFFERENT battles.
8. Again, it wasn’t the SHADE of my skin, it was the HEALTH of my skin.
9. I just don’t SEE color like that. I mean I see it physically, but I don’t associate it with better or worse.
10. We were all really just celebrating my growth and freedom.
There was no way to just TWEET these things to the “SkinGate2013” critics. How would a world that doesn’t even see me as human
accept this type of conversation? This IS my truth.

The challenge of bringing you into my world
THAT SAID, I want to take you into ANOTHER ASPECT OF MY WORLD! A Black Woman Artist in the American Music Industry. It is
a VERY particular walk. BUT first we have to talk about being a Black Woman in America as a backdrop to that deeper conversation.

MY REAL STUGGLE
WELCOME TO … THE THUNDER DOOOOOOOMMMMMMMMMMEEEEEEEEE!
Just kidding, LOL!
ok, Seriously

LET’S JUMP IN THE DEEP END HERE, IT HAS TO BE SAID...
If you follow me, it will all make sense. I’m going to get a bit esoteric here, (especially if you are not African American), You may not
agree, but it will all make sense.

White supremacy
Let me CLARIFY. By White supremacy I’m NOT talking about, Skinheads, and the KKK. The term White supremacy in this context
refers to the institutional perpetuation of prejudices based on eurocentric dominance, over people of color.
I want to say that again.
White Supremacy: The institutional perpetuation of prejudices based on eurocentric dominance, over people of color.
That manifests as actually being in a society that is better made for white men and women (and then Black women and Black men in
that order). That manifests for Black people in America as navigating a society that is not made for you, and even made AGAINST
you. This is not an opinion, this is fact.
For example; where tinted sun screen automatically means tinted for caucasian skin, where flesh tone Band-Aids automatically
mean caucasian flesh tone, where flesh tone underwear automatically means caucasian flesh tone. This video nails it! (http://www.
huffingtonpost.com/2015/05/22/when-black-women-try-nude-clothing-video_n_7421310.html).
For example; where there is still a FIRST Black woman to be the face of Dior in 2015, where Halle Berry in 2001 is still the FIRST
Black woman to win an Oscar for best actress.
This matters to THIS conversation, because when we think about who is celebrated in the music industry, who wins Grammy’s,
who gets the big marketing push, who is granted access, who gets huge video and recording budgets … all of that happens against
a backdrop of a society that favors white people and eurocentric beauty and aesthetics.
THIS is the way American society is. It’s ubiquitous. This is the world Black artists navigate.
To be a Black woman in the public eye in a White supremacist society, constantly sits my LITERAL image at the mercy of a society

that as a whole, doesn’t really love me. THIS Cocoa Butter image, is a byproduct of that.
The retouchers ideals of beautiful were imposed onto me. They ASSUMED I wanted thinner legs. I did NOT. They assumed I
wanted to be “lightened” in the image. I did NOT. I really just wanted to look like a very beautiful version of MYSELF. I had to really
fight harder than ever before.

HOW White supremacy works in the entertainment world:
It’s all based on Eurocentric beauty ideals:
For example; Straight, blonde hair, blue eye, aquiline nose, thin limbs, lighter skin…. for many this is just considered “beauty” why?
Because eurocentric aesthetics are seen as the standard, and therefore are more palatable and desirable by the world as a whole.
The entertainment industries are no exception, they SELL this desire to the world. MOST publications lighten darker people,
because lighter skin and hair reflect more light and are more eye catching, magazines are after all a business.
BUT!
For example: Where ARE the cameras that make brown skin look amazing? Oprah has them I can tell you that! LoL! But in general,
lights and cameras are ALWAYS tuned for lighter complexions. This is what institutionalized racism looks like.
So, for musicians and actresses in the public eye, you are not just selling your talent, you are actually selling yourself. YOU
become a product. The less your product fits into conventional beauty ideals, the less MARKETABLE, and therefore, less safe of
an investment you are. When a multinational corporation considers something a risky investment they either tread lightly or don’t
invest at all. This results in VERY few roles in hollywood for Black actresses, and VERY FEW chances for success in the music
industry for Black female musicians. The average Black female musician or actress, is rarely, if ever, given an equal chance.
This is what institutionalized racism looks like.
Black Tax:
On the television show SCANDAL, the episode when we first meet Olivia Pope’s father, he says something to her like
“you have to be WHAT! Olivia?”
and she answers
“Twice and good”.
THIS is the “Black Tax”.
There is an extremely complex political and racial interplay in the entertainment industries at large. This is the world Black artists
in America navigate.
There is a MUCH larger conversation about the confluence of RACISM, SEXISM, POLITICS and COMMERCE. It STARTS at the top,
with the power players (the people that hold the purse strings), and goes all the way down to the consumers (the people with the
REAL power - the buying power). Society sees the world through the lens it’s taught to wear, and that lens is so narrow, it’s going
to take a HUGE shift in humanity to widen it.
A LIST / CROSSING OVER:
This is an insider conversation, but stay with me! I want to give you a snapshot...
You’ve heard the terminology used in Hollywood, A LISTER? This is when you are accepted as an ELITE in the industry. The
equivalent of this in the music industry is “CROSSING OVER”. This means finding success across radio formats - especially used
to refer to Black artists who go pop. Artists “cross over” when the true music lovers AND middle America purchases their music
and that is what makes albums go multi-platinum. Of course, people respond to what they find “attractive” or “understandable”
so, you have to have a certain just right look and a certain just right sound, to REALLY be a HUGE success. Skin tone is only ONE
PART of that aesthetic and it’s so, so, so much more than that.
THE BEAUTY LOTTERY
This is all based on a Eurocentric concept of beauty and how closely a woman fits it.
● Of course there is race / skin color: It’s just a particular game for a Black woman artist in the public eye. For example:
Beyonce has to be physical perfection, AND the greatest living entertainer, and working 12 hour days, for nearly 20 consistant
years, to be who she is in the music industry, while Lady Gaga rivaled Beyonce’s popularity and influence just 3 years after
the release of her first album. THIS is what institutionalized racism looks like.
● There are facial features: Think of Lena Horne and Nina Simone.
● There’s hair texture: It’s SO rare to see a Black woman with her natural hair, that when we DO, it’s newsworthy, like Viola
Davis not wearing a wig to the 2012 Oscars. And of course, ALL of our big female stars (black or white) have straight hair.
Period.
● Age: It’s a youth driven society, no need to say more.

Of course it gets WAY deeper than that, but these are just a few examples.
How the Beauty Lottery works in the entertainment industry:
Here’s how it gets MORE complex…
The interplay of AGE and body type:
Take Lupita Nyongo’o and Viola Davis. Same physical resonance: very dark skinned, pretty face, beautiful smile, natural hair,
CHOPS! for DAYS! BUT, different ages, different body types, different facial features… these things all matter.
The interplay of RACE and body type:
Take Jill Scott and Adele. Similar physical resonance: beautiful, sensual, busty, big smile, with a big voice, and emotional soulful
songs. BUT, Adele is more palatable as a cross over act because of her skin color. Some would argue that Adele’s music was more
commercial as well, but those people don’t remember the impact Jill Scott made when she hit the scene, EVERYBODY was talking
about her. Adele has been nominated for 13 Grammy’s and won 10. She won 6 of those Grammy’s, a Golden Globe, AND an Oscar
in the same year. Jill Scott has been nominated for 13 Grammy’s as well, won 3 (only urban music categories), and while she’s a
prolific actress she has YET to even be nominated for an Oscar. again, “The Black Tax”.
The interplay of HAIR COLOR and skin color: Take Zendaya with straight hair and Zendaya with textured hair. America is content
to see her as basically “white” rather than multi racial, but when she textures her hair on the OSCAR RED CARPET they say, “she
looks like she smells like weed” and they WONDER why people got mad. smh (Click HERE to read the open letter I wrote about this)
The interplay of FACIAL FEATURES and skin color: Take Lupita Nyongo’o or Lauryn Hill who are both very dark skinned, very
slim, petite, and youthful. But they were more acceptable / marketable because they had more “middle America accepted” facial
features and body types, and so the skin tone became an added point of interest.
Compare that with, Gabourey Sidebay: pretty face, eloquent, talented, all of it, but not the right body type. OR Monique: pretty face,
talent, powerhouse, but not the right body type, and might I add not docile enough for the purse string holders.
So, can you see where I’m going with this? This can go on and on… that’s why I call it the beauty lottery. There are any number
of possible configurations / criteria for a Black female artist to meet. Yes, there are exceptions to these rules, but those are
EXCEPTIONS.
So, when it comes to marketing a person, it’s the RARE woman of any race that has the perfect combination to be a HUGE A List/
Cross Over STAR.
And the VERY VERY RARE BLACK FEMALE artist, that has the PERFECT combination to be a HUGE A LIST / CROSS OVER STAR.
AND THIS is why we are all so fascinated with Lupita Nyongo’o.
It’s EVEN MORE RARE for a Black female recording artist
who DOESN’T fit the eurocentric beauty mold,
AND who doesn’t fit the music industry mold,
to “Cross Over” AND THIS is why we are all so fascinated all of these years later with Grace Jones.
AND without exception THAT person has to work much HARDER to achieve her success. Look at Viola Davis. Oh, how I love her.
Look at Oprah!
THIS is what makes Maya Angelou TRULY remarkable. To begin with she didn’t fit ANY of the molds. She was 6 ft tall with a
very ethnic face, had a deep voice, and a revolutionary, feminist, humanitarian, world view, grew up poor, had every reason to be
insecure, but she didn’t let it stop her. In the end she was a leading voice on race, gender, and spirituality, but she transcended
all of that. None of us can really say what kind of struggle she went through in her quiet moments, but she was CLEARLY a VERY
empowered human being. And because she knew her worth, she TAUGHT the WORLD to see it too. THAT is why she is my shero.
A bit of a side note: There are different challenges for Black MEN. Simply put, men have wider parameters around how they can
look. Could a woman have had scars on her face like Seal? As beautiful as he IS, would that have worked for a woman? The more
important conversation for Black men in the music industry is subject matter, and masculinity, what is expected of, and accepted
from, Black men in this society. But men are not subject to the beauty lottery. Would a female version of Jay-Z’s face work? Maybe,
not likely. So I’m gonna say no. But he IS becoming the most powerful American musician / businessman in the world.

To be a Brown Skin Girl, in a White MAN’S world.
My journey IN THE MUSIC INDUSTRY:
I’ve alluded to having a hard time in the industry, and wanting to walk away MANY times. There are both personal and professional

reasons... (have you heard the song “Life I Know” - from the album SongVersation?).
I want to bring you into MY world and share some of the PROFESSIONAL challenges that I’ve struggled with throughout career.
We’ve talked about the beauty lottery, and for musicians there are FURTHER criteria to meet. The music itSELF has to fit a certain
mold.
How current, simple, challenging, political, light, deep, eurocentric, afrocentric, ethnic, stereotypical, atypical… is your music? And
these are just a few of the many labels!

White supremacy in the Music industry:

RACISM, SEXISM, POLITICS and COMMERCE

Boxes inside of boxes
The odds of winning this lottery become even less because ...
How does your MUSIC match up with your LOOK. And how much will your record label spend on YOU, to make THAT record a hit?
How worthy an investment are you? TALENT aside, how worthy an investment are you?
If you don’t fit SQUARELY into these boxes, you get put into smaller boxes. Neo - Soul is a smaller box inside the box labeled R&B
music. The smaller boxes are given smaller budgets, smaller attention, smaller radio play, smaller everything. What IF with the right
push and attention you CAN set a new trend? We RARELY EVER ever get to find out. Back to the “crossover” conversation. Will
the world ever even HEAR you?
I’ve wondered if my song “Ready For Love”, which is a simple folk song really, would have been a bigger commercial success if
some one like Jewel had recorded it.
In general, Black artists are thrown out there to see if someone will be interested, it’s like throw it against the wall and see what
sticks. There is no special “push” or special “marketing” most of the time.
I was given a chance because there was a person who SAW Black artists as viable. Kedar Massenburg, gave me EVERYTHING he
could. I believe that is why I’m here today.
Kedar treated me like an artist, not a Black artist. I didn’t know back then how rare that was. He gave Erykah Badu her start,
and he gave D’angelo his start. Kedar left Motown in 2003, and all subsequent label heads have given me less and less support
over each album. SongVersation, released June 2013, has to date sold 113,155 copies, and Voyage to India, released in 2002,
sold 800,000, and that was seen as a disappointment. I continue to be put into smaller and smaller boxes. My song “I Am Light”
is the most talked about song from my album SongVersation, across social networks, but it was NEVER seen as commercially
viable and therefore never given a chance. And I even called a special meeting with my labels to ask for a chance! They said yes
but did nothing. So, I’m left to make my OWN chances. “Ready For Love” has a video because Kedar gave it a chance. In the
conventional music industry, they wouldn’t have given ME a dime of marketing money to promote that song, but Kedar understood.
Kedar, and the music he branded “Neo-Soul”, were important because someone needed to make a space in the larger music
industry for Black artists who weren’t fitting into “comfortable and predictable” molds. I never liked the term “Neo-Soul”, because
really I am just a singer songwriter like Alanis Morrisette, Norah Jones, Colbie Callait, Sheryl Crow, Sarah McLachian, Jewel, or Tracy
Chapman, or Joni Mitchell. The fact we had to be called something else for marketing reasons bothered me (again boxes inside of
boxes). But, it worked. It brought diverse images of Black musicians and especially black women to the world. It worked.
My big issue with the music industry is the lack of diversity we have today. While I DO have my issues with the mainstream Black
female artists today (again, different SongVersation), my REAL issue is the lack of record company support for the diversity of Black
artists. EVERY Black female, A list/ cross over, musical artist today, is a sex symbol pandering the male gaze. We have to dig
through social network and rely on word of mouth to find real soul stirring female talents like: Melissa Polinar, Valerie June, Jennah
Bell, Beady Belle, Thee Satisfaction, Choklate, Tina Malia… have you heard of any of them?
My experience: The interplay of racism, sexism, politics and commerce, that I’m describing, created my experience at the
Grammy’s in 2002. My look was received as more interesting and ethnic, not mainstream beauty. My music was message heavy,
cerebral, emotional and spiritual. My main competition was Alicia Keys, she was more conventionally beautiful, and her music was
more trendy, accessible, sensual, palatable, and less politically challenging. But! the politics that created this moment started at
the executive level, it was an uneven competition between the White veteran executive running her label, and the Black neophyte
executive running mine. She and I just got caught up in the game.
My Grammy Experience:
In 2002 I shocked the music industry by being nominated for 7 Grammy’s, and shocked the whole music industry again, by leaving
that night very publicly empty handed. This ended up being the talk of the media. It is seen as the biggest Grammy upset in history,
this is what Common and Kanye are talking about in their songs when they say being “India Arie’d”. It means being unjustly,
politically, shut out at the Grammy’s. This isn’t added to Oxford’s Dictionary or anything like that LOL! but industry insiders know
what it means. This is the backstory behind the open letter I wrote about Kendrick Lamar and Macklemore at the 2014 Grammy’s.
(You can read that open letter HERE.)

The story in the general public became, that I didn’t win Grammy’s that night because I’m dark skinned, and my competition won
because she was light skinned. This is not “wrong”, but it’s an oversimplification.
It is MUCH the same, as seeing this “Cocoa Butter” image of me and saying, “She bleached her skin” OR “She is trying to “look
light”. This again is a GROSS oversimplification. So many things happen when you are in a big machine like the music industry.
Racism is SO INTERWOVEN INTO THE FABRIC OF THE INDUSTRY THAT WHEN YOU STAND BACK AND LOOK! YOU CLEARLY
SEE! it’s racist, and then you look further and see, WAIT!! it’s sexist and mercenary too! It’s just how it is.
BRINGING YOU INTO MY WORLD:
By all industry standards, I should not have been a commercial success, many wondered HOW this was happening. Being at the
right place, right time? My ancestry? Divine providence? I’ve had commercial success beyond anything I expected. From this
platform I’ve been able to present ideas and concepts not generally seen in the mainstream music industry, and it’s been at once
exciting and fulfilling, and draining and difficult. So to be criticized by the very people I ride so hard for was a wake up call for me to
be EVEN BOLDER! I’m not as big as some artists, but I AM here and being heard. I thank God for that.
The Life I Know
I sing the songs I do because I WANT TO, not because I have a special pass or an easier road. I would count my family, especially my
mother, as a fortune, a blessing! But, when it comes to being in the world on my own, I am at the same effect, of the same society, that
doesn’t love my Blackness, as every OTHER Black person. My music though, has made way for me. I have had GREAT success,
but it’s also come at a high price.
Sometimes it hurts like hell, but I walk with away with a song and a story to tell, and this is the life I know, yes this is the - Life I know
from the album SongVersaton
It simply hurts some times to be a brown skinned girl in a white man’s world.
BRINGING YOU INTO MY WORLD
NOW, imagine, given the picture I’ve painted, being a sensitive hearted musician / poet in this world. This is why it’s SO COMMON
to see artists breaking. Especially women artists. I understand Lauryn Hill, not her specific challenges, but I GET IT. The era when
Mariah Carey broke down, her voice was even gone for a while, remember that? I GET IT. Billie Holiday, Nina Simone, I get it. This
is why sex, drugs and rock and roll is a stereotype. The most important artists, the most creative, the most imaginative artists, are
the most sensitive, and they are generally self-medicating just to MAKE IT through! True artists have MAGIC and LIGHT that people
are rightfully drawn to. When too many hands grab at such a delicate thing, the light is extinguished. OFTEN, the bigger the star,
the harder the time they’re having. You REALLY never know what people are going through. I’ve self-medicated too. Thank God I
didn’t get stuck in that place.
This is a wake up call! SOMETHING has to change. It’s TIME!

Self LOVE IS THE KEY:

The motto of my company SoulBird is; “Elevate and Fly”. Because after my OWN break down, I had a break through, and I am now
seeking to a create a life and career that is authentic, sustainable, and healthy. (MUCH more about this in part 4!)
My definition of a A SOULBIRD IS: Someone who is actively seeking to liberate (set free) and elevate (raise up) their consciousness.
This is why WE ARE in this dialogue together. BECAUSE WE KNOW IT’S TIME.
This is a wake up call! SOMETHING has to change. It’s TIME!

This is a wake up call! SOMETHING has to change. It’s TIME!

This is a wake up call! SOMETHING has to change.
It’s TIME!
When we learn to love ourselves enough, our self worth will not hinge on being lighter or darker skinned, taller or shorter, skinnier
or fatter, blonde or brown, nappy or straight, or whatEVER standard the world tries to impose on us. All that will matter then, is that
we’re being true to ourselves. I know it sounds utopian, but I hold the highest vision for humanity... it’s why I write the music I write.
Our greatest Black female inspirations, thinkers, role models, heroes, WORLD TRANSFORMERS! lived outside the box of other
people making!! ALL of us have the power and potential to be self-defined and thereby transform the world around US.
Is everyone meant to be “famous”, no, but every person is an influence on the world around them. Every person.

I heard a voice that told me I’m essential
How all my fears are limiting my potential
Said it’s time to step into the light and
Use every bit of the power I have inside
So what’chu waiting on
Who You waiting for
If You don’t take a chance You’ll never know what’s in store
Just
Just
Just
Just

Do
Do
Do
Do

Every
Every
Every
Every

You
You
You
You

(Somebody’s got to be a star)
(Somebody’s got to raise the bar)
(Somebody’s got to change the game)
(Today)

mountain needs someone to climb it
ocean needs someone to dive in
dream needs someone to wish it
adventure needs someone to live it

So what’chu waiting on
Who You waiting for
If You don’t take a chance You’ll never know what’s in store
Just
Just
Just
Just

Do
Do
Do
Do

You
You
You
You

(Somebody’s got to be a star)
(Somebody’s got to raise the bar)
(Somebody’s got to change the game)
(Today)

If You create the game then You create the rules
And if You just be You
There’s no way You can lose
There’s
There’s
There’s
There’s

a
a
a
a

story waiting for you to write it
treasure waiting for you to find it
picture waiting for you to paint it
dollar waiting for you to make it

So what’chu waiting on
Who You waiting for
If You don’t take a chance You’ll never know what’s in store
Just
Just
Just
Just

Do
Do
Do
Do

You
You
You
You

(Somebody’s got to be a star)
(Somebody’s got to raise the bar)
(Somebody’s got to change the game)
(Today)

If You create the game then You create the rules
And if You just be You
There’s no way You can lose
-”Just Do You” from the album, SongVersation

I CELEBRATE!!!! the fact that I “missed” the color issue in this image. I don’t SEE color like that. My Mom is the “Cocoa Butter”
image color, and I just thought “I look like my Mom here” *shrug. I don’t see that as better or worse, I just see it as a fact of being in a
black family. The conversation the critics were having was never a part of MY world, it was only a part of theirs. I KNOW EXACTLY
WHAT the political ramifications of this conversation are. I live these ramifications everyday in the music industry. My maternal
Grandparents told all of us cousins stories of how they suffered in the jim crow south. I heard first hand accounts of violence, being
jailed, being run out of Memphis with two small children in tow (my Mother and my Aunt Naurice). My Grandfather was very dark
skinned (he looked kind of like Sammy Davis Jr.), his family was threatened with death if he didn’t leave town. My Grandmother was
light skinned with hazel eyes and it LITERALLY saved her life! (colorism!) . So yes, I understand the politics of this conversation,
and still I just don’t associate shade with better or worse. My Mother is skin type 4 (see Part 2 skin type scale), my Aunt (who is like
a second Mother to me) is skin type 5, and I have six other Aunts and Uncles all different shades on the spectrum, and I never see
any of them as better than or less than, I just see them all as a part of me. They ARE ALL a part of me. Even knowing what I know
about the world, and how racism works, how colorism works,
I STILL don’t see color like that. I CELEBRATE color. I really DO “love your (and my!) brown skin”. Even knowing what I know about

the world, how hard it can be, I still believe LOVE IS THE KEY.
		
The most powerful energy in the universe and all we have to do it use it 					
					
“The Cure”, from the album Testimony vol. 2 Life and Relationship
I celebrate... my GROWTH! Even with ALL that was going on, and being so fragile, “SkinGate 2013” didn’t send me into myself, it’s
brought me OUT of myself.
I celebrate… THIS SongVersation. It IS my most authentic response. I am especially qualified to address this issue. I wrote this for
the people who love to read, and while I know so many critics of this image may never read it, I at least know, I have documented my
truth and I pray this SongVersation will reach who its meant for.
As one of my spiritual teachers says, “Don’t get mad at people, just remind them.”

The most important lesson I’ve learned in my life thus far is...
MY life is in my hands.

No one can do my work for me.
My relationship with God is mine to cultivate.
MY self worth is mine to cultivate.
My healing is mine to cultivate.
I DO NOT BELIEVE that it is productive for us to wait for the world outside of us to change so we can feel better. We empower
ourselves so that the issue is no longer there to BE triggered. WE literally comprise the world we live in and it WON’T change until
WE DO.
YES!!! OF COURSE it’s still important for us to do the work to educate people and to shift the attitudes of the world outside - BUT - in
the end, out healing is in our own hands.
We delight in the beauty of the butterfly, but rarely admit the changes it has gone through to achieve that beauty. - Maya Angelou
Life is not easy, but we are here to learn and grow. And THAT means being willing to confront our lifes challenges.
And THAT is what I REALLY want to talk about.
THAT is what this whole SongVersation is about for me.
HEALING. It’s time.
But HOW?

HOW DO WE HEAL?
I don’t know the answer to that question for everyone, but I do know it for myself. I DO have lots of opinions and experiences on this
path. I have sung about it for years.
I’m ready to go more in-depth and REALLY share many of my life’s philosophies.
Next: SongVersation: I Am Light Part 4: Healing
I will not address “SkinGate2013” again.
		

Even the day after tomorrow will one day be yesterday.

				- This Too Shall Pass From Testimony Vol. 1 Life & Relationship

