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Foreword

Fred Ho’s cancer diaries are a life-affirming journey of one person’s struggle in the fight for his life. Fred’s diaries encourage not only the cancer patient but also friends, family, and colleagues whose lives are also affected by the shock and unfolding of this insidious modern-day disease.

The voice of these diaries is reflective, philosophical, inquisitive, humorous, challenging, political, and blunt—one that never succumbs to the most understandable temptation of self-pity. It is all too common to feel alone, not only as the patient but also as a care provider; at some point in the day the backwash of helplessness slaps us down. These diaries are an antidote to feelings of despair, victimization, and surrender. Fred is not a victim of cancer, but its formidable opponent.

Fred takes us on his daily excursions of treatment, symptoms, self-advocacy, and care. His authentic, provocative voice provides the reader with viable, practical tools to take charge when facing cancer or any enemy that would attempt to subjugate the quality of one’s life. Through the simplicity of honest reflection, Fred brings patient and care providers out of isolation. Look up his recipe for rehydration, or his rediscovery of the healing properties of house plants. Walk with him and find joy in the simple moments of life: tasting a fresh basil leaf, biting into a steamed pork bun, breathing deeply through the Brooklyn Botanical Gardens, an evening marathon of Battlestar Galactica, greeting a smiling friend at his door, her arms loaded with Stargazer lilies. Relive the first moment he played his thirty-pound baritone sax after chemo and radiation, reminding us that there’s life after chemo.

In truth, for Fred, there was life during chemo. The essential Fred incarnates the meaning of what it means to be present. I wit­nessed countless moments where Fred conjured encouragement and humor for other patients and care providers with his alchemical ability to extract light from darkness, joy from horror, and defiance from defeat. Fred’s staggering artistic legacy is rivaled only by his ability to expand time and space for everyone around him by the enormity of his presence to every moment of his life.

What is most striking about the diaries is their real-time quality and unabashed attention to the gruesome details of what it means to have colon cancer. Fred Ho is fighting a war, and as in any war, it is the details that bring us to understand the true nature of war. Contemporary mass media representations of war are sanitized and draped in the glories of heroism and flags presented to the wives and mothers of dead soldiers from their “grateful nation.” We do not get to see the image of the soldier who must grip the rope of his intestines between his teeth to stop the bleeding, or the land mine–shattered bones jaggedly ripping through the tender flesh of a child’s leg. We do not see the aftermath of post-traumatic stress disorder and its multigenerational metastasis.

It is not enough to invoke “the hell of war” or “the ravages of cancer”—we must feel the burn of bullets piercing skin; the blistering fevers; the stench of gangrene; the overflowing colostomy bag; the choking tumors, the ruptured throats; human organs floating in rivers, decaying in deserts, tossed into the formaldehyde jars of death’s curio cabinet. Flags, medals, wigs, and prosthetics are not enough to convey the truth or mobilize human beings to dissent, resist, and demand the end of war, the cure for cancer, AIDS, and so many other mutant offspring of capitalism. It is not enough to hear the story of triumph and survival or sound the horn of victory. It is not enough to only see the faces of U.S. soldiers when we think of the dead; we must also see the dead among those we call the “enemy.” The devil is not in the details, but in the absence of details that would activate the people to organize and demand greater efforts for the cures of disease, the end of war.

Finding cures to long-term diseases is not beneficial to the corporate pharmaceutical industry, just as peace would not benefit the military industrial complex. It is more profitable to extend an illness than to cure it, to extend a war than to end it. There is a killing field of silence spreading over the United States, a lethargy, a surrender to manufactured “realities” as we subjugate and opiate the true essence and reality of our own lives to the corporate media–manufactured, vicarious experience. We are afraid to look into the toilet of our existence, afraid to see that we have failed ourselves and future generations with silence, apathy, and the obsession with consumption. We have gone so far as to replace face-to-face communication with a language of convenience and speed—OMG!

Fred Ho’s diaries slow us down, force us to engage multiple senses as he revivifies the violation of cancer in his body with straight talk. His raw courage and honesty snap us out of our collective malaise of social narcolepsy. Fred encourages us with humor, gratitude, and victories—both great and small.  He teaches us that living fully is not always about being in a perfect state of health, but in a state of perfect presence to all our experiences, with or without cancer.

Three of the most significant weeks of my life were spent with Fred during his first surgery and subsequent recovery period. Sponge-bathing him in the hospital, avoiding the catheter, shaving his head, witnessing his vulnerability and the care and carelessness of health practitioners were not new experiences for me. Living these moments with someone like Fred, however, was inspiring.  Fred remained his own vocal and ferocious advocate throughout the entire ordeal, even during times when a whisper was all he could muster.  He granted friends, whom he refers to as his “cancer warriors,” permission to speak on his behalf when the moment called for it. He dubbed me “The Enforcer” when it was time to challenge hospital staff. I still laugh when I think of the nurse who was offended by his choice to be nude in the stifling heat of an unventilated hospital room. Fred wanted to keep oxygen flowing through his extensive and wide surgical wound, preventing the growth of anaerobic bacteria, which could create a potentially life-threatening infection. Rage and humor filled us both at the thought that a nurse would be rattled by the sight of a nude human body. I politely invoked the Patient’s Bill of Rights and requested that she not be allowed to attend to Fred again. Prudery can have lethal consequences, a fact that the history of tyranny confirms.

Fred’s diaries are full of such details and moments of irony, pathos, and humor. These pages are loaded with lessons for self-advocacy and the importance of being an engaged patient with allies and witnesses. This book is about a journey of healing, which embraces the whole human being, and does not just focus on the cure. The cure is a crap shoot; healing is a process that integrates all aspects of the human being known as “the patient.” Many glorious moments occur in a healing “process” that are ultimately the foundation of all recovery from any illness or disease. At the very least, if the prognosis is finite, then let us allow the journey to be as life enriching as possible. Fred Ho is nobody’s patient or a number on a chart. By the time he is done, he is nobody’s honey or sweetie either. He is Mr. Ho, fighting for his life. Naked Fred. Take it or leave it.

When we returned to Fred’s home, it was my task to clean and pack the oozing nine-inch open surgical wound that spanned from upper to lower abdomen. At first I was afraid, not of the wound, but of making an error that could lead to infection. This never happened. What did happen was that I had to face his suffering, my fear of doing harm by error, and the knowledge that this man, who is closer to me than a brother, might have a premature death. We talked about death, but mostly we enjoyed life. We shared stories, watched movies, listened to music, debated, argued, and laughed more than would seem possible; yes, stitches popped!

That horrible, beautiful wound was the landscape of our most significant meeting. More than performing or traveling together, more than any collaboration we had previously shared, that scary open wound offered us the gift of understanding the profoundest meaning of friendship, underscoring for us both; what most matters in life is not our accomplishments, titles, awards or possessions, but the essence of living an entire lifetime with every breath—unconditional love, the undefeated champion of every revolution.

Take your own journey with Fred through this diary and be reminded to live now, because living now is better for your immune system than putting it off. Live, breathe, laugh, and get practical advice from a warrior with a good story to tell and the will to tell it.

May this book leave you breathless so that you may learn to breathe again.

MAGDALENA GÓMEZ


“SONG FROM THE WOMB OF YEMAYA”
For Fred Ho, November 27, 2007

you carry the whale and dolphin inside you sometimes they carry you.
in your body is a vast and pristine ocean
purity itself, fresh and sacred
it is washing away all that is not born of love
in your body there is only room for love
in your body there is only room for what is born of love
in your body there is only room for laughter
in your body there is only room for joyous memory
in your body there are ancient ocean friends and warriors
every dolphin and every whale
with whom you have shared a moment
remembers you and fights beside you;
when you are tired they fight on your behalf.
in your body there is only room for what is born of love
in your body there is only room for what is born of love
you are a dolphin
you are a whale
you are a vast and pristine ocean;
the sea grass lift sherdancing arms
holding up the harsh days to come
filling herself with all your struggles
you will not carry them alone;

the mermaids all know you by name
they blush remembering
your naked, liberated body
they laugh with joy and sacred sensual memory, 
whispering to you:
in your body there is only room for what is born of love
in your body there is only room for what is born of love
you are a vast and pristine ocean
washing itself clean, fresh, whole, alive
moving through each moment with infinite wisdom
knowing that in your body there is only room for what is born of love
in your body there is only room for what is born of love.

MAGDALENA GÓMEZ


Introduction

THE ART OF BREATHING AND OTHER
EVERYDAY REVOLUTIONARY PRACTICES 

Breathing was already on my mind when I first met Fred Ho. Its beauty and banality, its strength and vulnerability, its simplicity and complexity, its unthinking ease and effortlessness, its ethereal materiality. Fred had invited me to a concert in a Soho loft, where his friend, sax player Earl Howard, melded his instrument with the strange and lovely vocalizations of Thomas Buckner. During the performance, sax and human voice met and intermingled until you could not tell which was which, and it was all about breath and its sublime possibilities to create beauty and community, and how unmistakably inseparable breath is from spirit, mind, and body. 

I had been thinking about breathing because I had just seen an extraordinary film, O Sopro Criando by Brazilian artist Ernesto Neto, at the Park Avenue Armory. In the video, through his breathing on white talclike powder that covers a metal table, Neto blows a whole new geography into being—a lunarlike white landscape that, as it unfolds, is accompanied by the in-and-out staccato sound of the artist’s labored breathing that brings this delicate world into being. I had also just finished reading Fred’s Diary of a Radical Cancer Warrior, with its profoundly moving insights about the life-giving art of oxygenation. And I had been listening to his CD, Celestial Green Monster, where Fred’s sax gives exuberant testimony to Fred as a cancer warrior who not only is still breathing but also continuing to turn something as basic as breathing into an art form that brings people together. As Fred puts this in Diary, “I listen to my breath and to the music of others, to the breath of many others.” These words resonated with me as I sat at this Soho performance, and I could not take for granted the sound of Fred’s breathing nor could I understand it apart from the crafted explosions of breath that make music and other mindful manifestations of art.

Oxygenation constitutes one of the five crucial components in Fred Ho’s war on cancer. In Diary, Fred describes coming to know breathing as a spiritual practice as well as evidence of being alive. He becomes ever more mindful of taking deep breaths, allowing for breathers, clearing the air, playing his sax, surrounding himself with plants and their oxidizing powers, and undergoing ozone infusions. The other key weapons in his arsenal—hydration, nutrition, self-healing, and love—are equally and indisputably foundational to survival. And, as Diary makes clear, to survive cancer requires going to war not only against the cancer itself but also against the capitalist order, the matrix that breeds and spreads cancer and other malignant conditions at the macro and micro levels, invading our very cells. 

One of the most profound lessons of Diary is that, quite literally, change must happen at the cellular level. To revolutionize society and to combat cancer (and the two as Fred Ho shows us are inextricable) require attention to and restructuring of the cells that comprise individual living bodies and that connect these bodies to one another and to the living, breathing world around us. To shift away from capitalism and the cancer that is its monstrous creation requires a reconfiguration of cells. Fred Ho calls for nothing less in Diary. Through its daily details, Diary provides a blueprint for achieving such change. The plan of action, because it is one that individuals can implement through everyday actions and choices, is truly revolutionary. Here is a model for revolution that depends not upon violence (although Fred is no pacifist) or dramatic once-off upendings of the system, but rather upon daily acts of love and everyday uncompromisingly anticapitalist practices that create change at the cellular level and spread from there, a counter to a cancerous society. 

Fred’s road to revolution did not begin with his cancer diagnosis, but traces back through his early years. His commitment to fighting capitalism and its multiple and interlocking forms of oppression can be seen in his decades of political organizing with Asian Americans and immigrant communities, Marxist-Leninists, and radical people of color; in the music he produces, composes, and performs solo and with other Asian and African American musicians; in his writings; in his opposition to domestic violence; in his engineering of his own media labels; in his relationships and the daily ways in which he lives his life. 

Fred Ho was born in 1957 in Palo Alto, California, to parents who both had immigrated to the United States from China. His father taught political science at the University of Massachusetts Amherst until 1987; his mother was a housewife who divorced Fred’s father in 1988, after a ten-year battle with domestic violence—an experience that contributed to Fred’s work to end violence against women (see his Home Is Where the Violence Is). Fred attended Harvard University, where he overcame his experience of alienation through various political awakenings. He immersed himself in campus and community organizing, including contending Marxist-Leninist organizations. He joined the Nation of Islam in 1975. His move off campus late in his freshman year to the Chinese immigrant section of the South End of Boston put him in contact with an older group of Asian American radicals, including members of the revolutionary group I Wor Kuen (Fred documents IWK’s contributions in his edited collection, Legacy to Liberation). Fred became active in Asian American organizing both on and off campus. Fred also developed during this period as a musician: a musician during high school, he began taking classes and performing with Archie Shepp and other luminaries of the Black Arts Movement; and while in college, he did a brief stint with the Harvard jazz big band. Fred Ho graduated from Harvard as a Marxist-Leninist and as a musician intent on creating a new Asian American art form, and these commitments have remained constants through his many personal transformations. Indeed in 2009, Harvard University awarded him the Harvard Arts Medal, given to an alumnus who has distinguished him- or herself in the arts. Fred joined the I Wor Kuen in 1977 and worked construction. He developed cultural programs in Boston Chinatown including an immigrant and American-born Chinese folksong ensemble. In 1981, he moved to New York City to become a professional musician. Soon after he began traveling regularly to the San Francisco Bay Area to collaborate with pianist Jon Jang and other Asian American artist-activists. After disagreements with the League of Revolutionary Struggle (LRS) leadership that resulted in his being kicked out of the organization in 1989, Fred moved from his Manhattan loft to Brooklyn and plunged more deeply into the study of Marxism and intensified his artistic and political direction. By 1990, he was supporting himself as an artist and living in an upscale duplex loft in Park Slope. However, as Fred describes it, the toll of the mortgage and work stresses, combined with an unhealthy diet and growing personal ego, anger, and competitiveness made this a very carcinogenic period of seeking “more”—more success, more sex, more recognition—even as he also was continuing to lead Marxist study groups, support political prisoners, and innovate martial arts music/theater productions and other radical projects. 

In 2000, Fred decided to downsize his life. He sold 70 percent of his material belongings and his duplex and bought a much more modest place in Greenpoint, Brooklyn. These decisions bought him greater artistic freedom—including the ability to subsidize his label Big Red Media, under which he produces avant-garde Afro Asian multicultural CDs (including Big Red!; Year of the Tiger; Celestial Green Monster; Red Arc: A Call For Revolucion Con Salsa Y Cool; Voice of the Dragon: Once Upon a Time in Chinese America; Night Vision: A New First to Third World Opera; Turn Pain into Power; The Underground Railroad to My Heart; We Refuse to Be Used and Abused!; Tomorrow Is Now!), DVDs (The Black Panther Suite), the manga/double-book CD project, Deadly She-Wolf Assassin at Armageddon!/Momma’s Song, and calendars (Sheroes/Women Warrior Calendar). He also distributes his books (including Legacy to Liberation and Wicked Theory, Naked Practice) through Big Red Media. At once simplifying and taking greater charge of his own life also gave him the freedom to travel more for pleasure and to make of his home a sanctuary. Despite all these positive life changes, along with the joy of reuniting with the love of his life in April 2006, Fred continued to feel internally toxified and still on the treadmill—as a result, he began experiencing serious intestinal problems. In August 2006, he learned he had colorectal cancer. And in the course of fighting the cancer, a new Fred Ho was born. The Diary chronicles the emergence and continuing evolution of this Fred Ho.

Fred Ho’s new sense of self emerges from a set of tactics and strategies that he devises to continue his ongoing war on capitalism and his struggles with cancer and the Capitalist Industrial Medical Establishment (CIME), capitalism’s malignant by-products. Diary doc­uments the development of these tactics and strategies, which draw on martial arts and Chinese medicine and which are informed by his beliefs in Ludditism, matriarchy, and Marxism. In keeping with Fred Ho’s Marxist commitments, which have remained constant as he has gone through various transformations, I offer nine theses that I have derived from Diary.

1. The warrior fighting cancer also must wage a war against capitalism. 

Diary blows apart the common perception that the answer to curing cancer lies in research for better treatments or more affordable drugs. Although discovering treatments and making them universally accessible are indispensable, they do not reach the root of the problem: “The death of cancer,” Fred states, “will only come about when the very conditions of toxicity that give growth to cancer cells have been eliminated. What we are faced with it is how systemic the conditions of toxicity are: engendered and enhanced by all the ‘things’ that are accepted as ‘natural’ to capitalist-industrial society.” As long as there is capitalism and its far-reaching forms of toxicity, there will be cancer.  As Diary makes clear, cancer cannot be understood apart from capitalism, a system that views everything and everyone only in terms of the profits they generate, and creates an emotionally and environmentally toxic world that makes people—and all living things—sick. In large part, this is because illness is big business in the United States, especially for pharmaceutical corporations and insurance companies. Under capitalism, even cancer becomes a moneymaking enterprise, and many of the same corporations that develop cancer drugs pollute the environment with cancer-creating toxins. Not only are we constantly exposed to the increasing number of carcinogens in our food, in the air we breathe, and in all that surrounds us, but also the pressures and imbalances of scrambling for more money and more material markers of success render people even more vulnerable to incurring cancer. Thus, Fred’s insight in Diary that cancer like capitalism is experienced and must be fought at the cellular level. Fighting cancer, Fred explains, “is a war fought on the medical/cellular level, it is a war fought on the social-economic-political level against the U.S. HMO system of profiteering off health care, and it is a war fought on the spiritual-physical-mental-manual level of yin yang.”

As Fred Ho comes increasingly to believe, allopathic or main­stream medicine itself has left humans behind, caught up as it is in the pursuit of profits and the institutional arrogance that accompany capitalism. His later entries chronicle his increasing awareness of ways medical professionals have bought into the Capitalist Industrial Medical Establishment. “The CIME doctors and staff,” Fred finds, “are prisoners of their paradigm, protocols and the profit-driven system.” Fred’s “no-compromise” turn to self-healing is at once a rejection of a capitalist economy and the havoc it wreaks on individual and social bodies, and an embrace of an alternative economy founded upon collective well-being, beauty, creativity, and caring. 

2. The struggle against cancer requires acknowledge of, not shame for, the havoc the disease wreaks on one’s body. 

In Diary, Fred refuses to sanitize the body or the experience of cancer. As he makes clear, cancer and its treatments involve blood and pus and shit, rashes, zits, hair loss, weight gain, weight loss, inability to sustain an erection, and other painful indignities. Parts of Diary are so graphic that they are difficult to read, but in telling the truths of his body in agonizing detail, Fred does battle with social niceties, which would have us deny or mask the force of our bodies and which lead many of us to experience shame or a loss of self-esteem when our bodies escape our control or defy social norms. When Fred describes day after day of diarrhea and how he is held hostage to his bowels in a way that strips him of his ability to eat or sleep or control where he shits, his account of these torturous realities is a generous one; it destigmatizes loss of bodily control as it lets others with cancer know what they might expect. Fred does not candy-coat the severe depression that can attend such physical agony and inability to master one’s most basic bodily functions. Mind, spirit, and body—Diary demonstrates time and again—are connected. And although there are ways we are inevitably alone in experiencing illness, for those undergoing experiences similar to Fred’s, he provides knowledge that they aren’t the only ones, and he gives license to discuss—and so lacerates—the blistering wounds that silence can create. For those who might not be undergoing such experiences but have loved ones who are, his narrative enables them to better understand and help those for whom they care.

3. When you mindfully care for your body, you also feed your soul and create possibilities for social transformation.

Fred’s main tenets in Diary relate to ways to help your body fight cancer that are as basic as they are profound in their implications for spiritual-well being and societal health.

For Fred, oxygenation is imperative in fighting cancer. And as he describes it in Diary, breathing is elemental to life and art, but is no simple matter. Breathing is not only evidence of being alive: “To breathe deeply daily and to listen to one’s breath is to feel and ‘hear’ one’s soul.” Although breathing is automatic, mindful breathing is meditation, is art inducing, is pain relieving, is life giving, is communion with others, is critical perspective on and escape from the moneymaking treadmill. In Diary, when Fred says he is “fighting with every breath in my body to bring an end to the capitalist system,” he means this quite literally.

Water, too, is an elemental and life-giving force. Water is increasingly privatized and polluted in today’s economy. Water also is basic to survival, whether it be the water that you drink or the water in which you bathe or swim to cleanse your body and spirit. Fred insists throughout Diary on the need to stay hydrated with filtered water. Diary also conjures up the ocean and the peacefulness and joy that immersion in it brings. Appreciation for pure water’s power to rejuvenate the body and spirit means caring for the land and sea over and above the profits that can be extracted from them.

Eating well is also essential to countering both capitalism and cancer. Diary gives its readers detailed information about how to eat well (where to shop, what kind of foods to eat and how to prepare them, when to eat) and what foods best fight cancer. Fred explains his conviction that a bad diet—that lots of barbequed meats and other chemically laden, high-fat, hydrogenated, and carcinogenic foods—contributed significantly to his contracting cancer, and Diary documents his increasing awareness that a diet of fish and fresh fruits and vegetables, organic and locally grown and prepared with minimal or no cooking, not only help the body to fight cancer but are also a means for us all to remain as healthy as possible in a world where the relentless quest for profits pollutes our food and water. Eating well, in other words, provides a challenge to the capitalist structures that breed cancer.

To the less-than-attentive reader, the extensive and detailed entries about Fred’s diet might seem extraneous—ones that can be skimmed or skipped. However, they make up a crucial ingredient of Diary. Implementing the kind of eating regime that Fred lays out not only serves as a means for resisting cancer but also a more general plan for overall health and well-being that simultaneously chips away at corporate structures: because locally grown and organic foods tend to be produced by small business owners or by more environmentally minded companies, eating well tends also to be a daily way to be less complicit in the corporate practices that spread toxicity.

As Diary progresses, Fred’s eating practices become evermore resistant to and undermining of a capitalist economy. In the fall of 2010, when his cancer recurs for the fourth time, Fred decides to fight it with a raw food diet rather than following his doctors’ plan to remove his rectum, despite their acknowledgment that this drastic surgery might not prove curative. The no-compromise manifesto that Fred devises in response to his cancer’s recurrence includes the adoption of a raw food diet. The last entries to Diary describe Fred’s diet and its dramatic benefits to him physically, emotionally, and spiritually.

As is absolutely characteristic of Fred, this attention to diet is as profoundly political as it is personal. Going raw is part of his conviction that Malcolm X was right when he proclaimed, “Revolution is extremism.” A raw food diet puts into practice his advocacy for self-sufficient food production that can replace agribusiness industrial food production. It is a means to stop planetary degradation and cancerous toxicity. Accompanying Fred’s movement to adopt a raw food diet is his work at a collectively run farm where he is involved in growing his own food. Farming and living off the fruits of one’s labor build health at the individual and societal level in a number of ways. Growing and harvesting food involves physical exercise and engenders connectedness to the earth. In addition, eating local produce is more healthful—fruits and vegetables are not shot through with chemicals used to grow and preserve them in transit as they are shipped far from their point of origin. Moreover, farming, as practiced by Fred, is a collective, community-building enterprise, and one that provides an alternative to a for-profit economy.

In Diary, eating well builds a deeply nourishing political community not just in the process of producing food, but also in the making and eating of it. Food’s health-giving properties increase when it is prepared by and shared with friends and family—when it is made with love and consumed with loved ones. Fred’s comprehensive accounts of who cooks for him, and of the details of each dish, evidence the powers of food to bring emotional and spiritual as well as physical well-being, and provide a life-sustaining model for community. The Raw Fight Club he organizes not only provides him with companionship but also is part of his and his comrades’ “efforts toward constructing new social relations free from the cash-nexus, emancipatory from capitalism.” The Raw Fight Club is but the latest manifestation of Fred’s understanding that “if spirituality is to matter, then it must be materialist.”

4. You cannot fight cancer on your own: independence is an undesirable fiction. 

One of the revolutionary things about Diary is that it refuses the masculinist myth of self-sufficiency and bourgeois individualism and offers a model that opposes its pathologies. Too often, not only in the dominant culture but also in more progressive subcultures, being a man means asserting one’s autonomy, however illusory, since independence is invariably underwritten by various forms of erased or invisible labor. Theorists in disability and feminist studies have done a good job establishing the harmful consequences of the myth that humans are, or should be, independent, autonomous beings. One ill effect of this myth is that society is structured not for universal accommodation but with the assumption that we are all able-bodied and independent. Curb cuts provide a simple illustration of this: rather than rounded curbs that are accessible to those in wheelchairs or pushing children in strollers, the norm until recently has been curbs cut at right angles. Activists and scholars in feminist and disability studies also have pointed out that although living with a disability puts our forms of dependency into sharp relief, we are all vulnerable and depend on one another, although for the able-bodied, and for men in particular, this reality is often obscured, and to ill effect for all.

Fred debunks this ideology through his willingness to ask for the help that he needs, and for his unfailing recognition of—and deep appreciation for—the loving assistance he receives. Diary contains a record of the individuals who have contributed in a variety of ways to Fred’s survival and well-being. Drivers, cooks, companions, caretakers, housekeepers—those who send or bring gifts or offer medical or legal advice are all acknowledged and thanked. In this way, Fred challenges the prevailing social order, one in which caretakers, in particular, who are disproportionately women, often engage in work—whether paid or unpaid—that goes unmentioned and is disrespected and undervalued. Rather than hide or obscure his dependence, or feel emasculated by it, Fred lays bare his dependency on others. He renders visible the kinds of labor on which to varying degrees we all, whether ill or not, depend.

In Diary, dependence is not at odds with self-advocacy (a necessity when navigating the complexities of the medical system) or with the self-healing that Fred comes to embrace when his cancer recurs for the fourth time. Self-healing for Fred does not mean going it alone, but rather refusing to give his life over to a medical institution that has disrespected and dehumanized him. Self-healing entails charting his own journey, but seeing that as he undertakes it, he does so accompanied by those he loves and trusts—Dr. Bill Akpinar, his Raw Fight Club, his family, and his friends. Fred Ho makes clear that such dependency is a strength rather than a weakness, because it enables survival and the pleasures that come with being part of a network of loving relationships. To “put a stare on cancer and dance it to death” requires the company of other dancer/warriors.

5. Cancer is best fought through a circle of love.

We live in a culture where when we ask, “Are you in a relationship?” we are asking if one is part of a romantic couple. If the answer is no, we say a person is single or alone, regardless of the webs of relationships in which one may be deeply enmeshed. Fred’s Diary not only refuses the idea that one is single or alone if not part of a couple, but it testifies to the emotional richness and pleasures that attend finding nourishment through what Fred calls his circle of love. Fred’s circle of love includes a range of relationships. His circle is made up of friends, many of whom are musicians or artists and/or political comrades; his lover; family members; and health professionals. Each has a role to play in his life, and the affectionate bonds that this circle of love creates enables Fred to find and embrace health, nourishment, companionship, beauty, friendship, art, and music. Diary was initially written to Fred’s circle: it itself is a labor of love even as it testifies to the life-sustaining contributions of Fred’s circle of love.

6. A circle of love offers an alternative to capitalist kinship structures.

Diary’s model of community has far-reaching implications for thinking about anticapitalist alternatives to the nuclear family and the forms of class, sexual, and gender oppression it engenders. As we have learned from Marx, the nuclear family is an invention that underwrites a capitalist economy. One of its most basic if outdated and often deadly units, the nuclear family assumes a father who provides income that sustains the family and a mother who makes possible the father’s labor by taking care of the home, the children, and her husband. The ways in which this model disempowers women have been well established. Under this arrangement, women are financially vulnerable and emotionally dependent upon men who undervalue their labor and view women as both prized possessions and as taken-for-granted sources of labor. For households in which women work (which now include middle-and upper middle-class families in addition to working-class and poor families), women often continue to assume all or a disproportionate share of the domestic duties. The rise in middle-and upper middle-class women who work has had particularly adverse effects on poor and working-class women, especially single mothers who are often unable to take care of their own homes and children, sometimes because they are being paid to take care of middle-class homes and children. The reigning assumption under the present set of arrangements, that one is either cared for or a caretaker, creates a toxic imbalance. It leaves many women, who are most often the caretakers (whether paid or unpaid), materially dependent and emotionally depleted.

The inequities of this arrangement are heightened when disability is introduced into a household. If it is the caretaker who is disabled, who takes care of her? And if it is the breadwinner or children, the caretaker’s labor often increases exponentially. As for the person being taken care of, his or her own dependency can have complex consequences that can include a disavowal of or need to assert control over the caretaker. This is perhaps especially true for men who are assumed to be more independent than women, and who, to negate their need for their caretakers, can assert tyrannical forms of control over them to bolster their own threatened sense of masculinity.

Fred’s circle of love provides a salutary alternative to these cruel imbalances. The beauty of Fred’s model is that it is fuelled by love rather than capital. And the communal structure of Fred’s circle of love escapes the claustrophobia, the inequitable burdens, and the exploitation that structure the heteronormative social organization created under capitalism. In Fred’s circle of love, we find a structure wherein caretaking is spread out and becomes a source of pleasure and reciprocity. No one person is sucked dry emotionally or materially, and each can give what she or he is able to and desires. Fred’s circle of love therefore escapes the forms of material exploitation and emotional abuse that are inherent to the dominant system in place in our society today. Thus the structure Fred establishes through recounting the daily acts of care from members of his circle of love is not simply a quotidian account of how he organizes his life: it also embodies a Marxist feminist vision that has something to offer every person, whether or not they are experiencing an illness or disability.

7. To survive and thrive means to let go of attachments to ego.

Fred’s openness to others and to the care and love they offer him and his disavowal of competition and ambition to succeed in the terms of the dominant culture are all connected to Fred’s letting go of ego. As Fred discovers through the course of Diary, to view the self as supreme is to be caught up in an economy in which a successful individual is selfish, overrun by ego, and insatiable in the quest for more money and possessions and other markers of status. To be caught up in such a system, Fred explains, can all too readily result in cancer. To let go of ego is to rid the body of toxicity and to create a healthier world. If each of us were to let go of ego, capitalism would come to a grinding halt and in its place would be an economy governed by love and concern for others. Such a vision is of course a utopian one, and what such a world would look like is difficult to imagine, but Fred suggests that to strive for such a world is far from a luxury, nor is it a vision to give up on. To create this kind of change, one must exercise humility and openness to change, maintain an optimism of the will, and a willingness to move step by step. What Diary chronicles is just such a series of movements.

8. Revolution—overturning capitalism and cancer—is a set of daily practices and not a singular event. 

Being ill heightens and lays bare the cancerous structures in which we are all implicated. Diary therefore not only provides assistance and inspiration to those struggling with cancer, but it also offers a revolutionary blueprint for all readers. The daily nature of the diary is the perfect vehicle for forwarding a model of change that is incremental and achievable by altering one’s most ordinary practices. If effecting such change is possible, it is also difficult and requires discipline, vision, and imagination. “To paraphrase Sun Tzu,” Fred writes in Diary, “conquering is easy, transforming is hard.” In Diary, one does not go to war against cancer and capitalism through large and violent actions, but through daily practices of hydration, oxygenation, nutrition, self-healing, and love that are at once extreme and extremely doable. Certainly, if exercised at the individual level, these practices will result in greater health and happiness. But if these practices spread and become collective ones, they become antibodies that can attack the cancerous creature that goes by the name of capitalism. As Fred Ho exhorts, “Yes, change begins with the individual, indeed at the cellular level, and if it is to be real and genuine, insistently at the cellular and must extend far beyond the individual into the social and engage the entire universe.”

9. The point, in other words, is for us to change the world, cell by cell. These steps will help to take us there!

As I hope these theses suggest, Diary is no purely personal quotidian account of cancer. Part theory, part manifesto, part instruction manual, part tribute to Fred Ho’s circle of love, Diary offers a radical vision for change. In its deeply political nature and in its revolutionary impetus, Diary resembles another autobiographical narrative, just as Fred himself resembles its author, another intellectual and visionary revolutionary. I am thinking, of course, of The Autobiography of Malcolm X and of Malcolm X himself.

Like Malcolm X, what characterizes Fred is a radical openness, an insistence of “by any means necessary” and an understanding that the means will change, and as they do, the self will be transformed, again and again. Even as Fred Ho offers Diary as an account of rebirth, what strikes me about Fred Ho is how, like Malcolm X, he maintains a combination of fierce, absolutely constant, and uncompromising commitment to overturning oppression at the same time as he remains open to radical change and self-transformation. These men also share their fearlessness in speaking the truth as they see it, and both are constitutionally incapable of selling out. Fred Ho, like Malcolm X, has not only an unwavering opposition to injustice but also the radical openness and thirst for knowledge that gives him the courage to re-create himself in his revolutionary journey.

What you hold in your hands is an account of this ongoing journey, and its lessons. Take a deep breath and read on. May Diary of a Radical Cancer Warrior: Fighting Cancer and Capitalism at the Cellular Level be as radically transformative for you as the fight against cancer has been for Fred Ho.

CYNTHIA G. FRANKLIN


Prologue

I AM NOT A CANCER SURVIVOR BUT A CANCER FIGHTER! 

Idislike and oppose the term “cancer survivor.” “Survivors” implies those who somehow, favored or fated by miracle (or luck), escaped the massive fatalities of a great evil or enemy (such as Holocaust survivors). Fascism is the most aggressive and militarized manifestation of capitalism (bourgeois dictatorship), the complete abrogation of any democratic political pretense for outright state-military governance.

My friend, woodsman Jay Crotchett, pointed out that cancer and capitalism are the same processes of accelerated, aggressive malignant growth. Taking Jay’s analysis, fascism is capitalism at its most malignant and aggressive stage. Cancer is the culmination of carcinogenic activity in which normal processes of one’s immune system have become overwhelmed and veritably “consumed” or conquered by malignancy.

Instead of “cancer survivor” I prefer “cancer fighter” or “cancer warrior.” Because the precise or predominant causes of cancer remain uncertain to the allopathic paradigm and, in my belief, will remain unexplainable to that paradigm because the “causes” are inextricable from the very genesis and development of modern capitalist existence, why one person “survives” or another doesn’t cannot equally be ascribed. For now, given our understanding of both the disease and its interaction with “the system” of modern industrial capitalist existence, since who survives and who doesn’t cannot be predicted or sufficiently explained, then the only recourse for the cancer patient is to fight. For the person still cancer free, fighting cancer also becomes imperative rather than “hoping” to avoid it, taking preventive and prepared measures to undermine it (since cancer and capitalism in my thesis grow together, it cannot be preempted, only eliminated simultaneously). 

In the recognition of the alarming growth of cancer rates, especially in affluent societies, it is perhaps an almost commonsensical acknowledgment that “it’s not a matter of if one will get cancer, but when.” (At one point, the most primitive human societies, such as the nomadic Kalahari bush people, evinced no modern diseases such as cancer, heart disease, or diabetes. That, however, as globalization has touched every inch of this biosphere, is no longer true. I am told that the only places where cancer rates have dropped to near zero are societies encountering mass starvation, such as Darfur or among the Jews imprisoned during World War II in fascist concentration camps.) 

Even if five or ten years from now I appear to be cancer free—for however long I will live on this planet—I am both obligated and committed to continue to be a cancer warrior. But as the pages of my cancer war diary will attest, there are no lone warriors, no single struggle waged by a heroic individual, but a circle of people who have chosen to join the “Warriors for Fred” society. Without these friends and family members—these generous, brave, loyal, and dedicated warriors—I most likely would not have survived. They have been the sustenance for the struggle, providing logistical, moral, spiritual, financial, and medical support for me. They are the front and rear guard forces in the general war against this deadly evil. They are the warriors against the greatest killer of all time. (In America alone over fifty thousand people a year are killed by colorectal cancer.) 

HOW THE WAR BEGAN

I was officially diagnosed with stage 3b colorectal cancer on August 4, 2006, after a colonoscopy was performed on me. I was about to turn forty-nine years old. The American Cancer Society and mainstream U.S. medicine strongly recommends men to have regular colonoscopies after turning fifty. I went because I was having constant diarrhea, and stool test results were all negative for any viral causes (I was assuming I had caught some “bug” from my constant travels to the third world, including Egypt, the Dominican Republic, Columbia, Cambodia, and Thailand within the past year). The size of the tumor was very large, about the size of a golf ball, blocking my colon tract and forcing my waste matter to be compressed into liquid in order to evacuate.

Because of the size, which my sister, who was at that time a physician and researcher at the Food and Drug Administration, believed that the tumor had been growing inside of me for about ten years, I had to undergo immediate surgery to remove the tumor, which was performed on August 25, 2006. I was “staged” at 3b (stage 1 is small tumor, stage 4 is almost certain death as only 8 percent of people at stage 4 survive). Given the size of the tumor, the biopsy also showed that one out of twenty-two lymph nodes removed were positive for cancer, and that the disease had broken through my perineum. 

THE WARRIOR SISTERS GET ORGANIZED

While recovering from surgery, I knew I had to undergo chemotherapy treatment within six weeks. Given the urgency and limited time, a core of close friends organized themselves to provide whatever support I needed, including transportation, companionship and assistance for doctors’ visits and chemo treatments, food shoppers and deliverers, visitors to look in on me and help with household and daily living chores. One friend, Bob Lederer, came up with the idea of a LISTSERV called “Warriors for Fred,” to keep my many friends across the world informed of the war I am fighting against cancer. People who wanted to know how I am doing, how they can help, would request to join the Warriors list and be informed of the war, what I needed, and how they could be marshaled into specific support activity. My core team included Ann T. Greene (whom I refer to as my “general” for her leadership and administrative role), Magdalena Gómez (whom I refer to as my “sergeant major” who performs much of the day-to-day groundwork), Paget Walker, and Jennifer Feil. Many other friends, too numerous to list here, all stepped forward to take on many responsibilities.

One of the women warriors who soon joined our army, Peggy Choy, admonished me for using patriarchal military ranking and admonished me to use terms such as “warrior queens.” I agree with Peggy’s proposed matriarchal military conception, with the one caveat that Ann T. Greene still be recognized as the “general” (in the vein of the character Ashanti Nana (Queen Mother) Ya Asantewa in the opera Ann and I co-created, Warrior Sisters: The New Adventures of African and Asian Women Warriors about a decade ago).

I decided to write regular blog entries to the LISTSERV, which have resulted in this journal titled Diary of a Radical Cancer Warrior: Fighting Cancer and Capitalism at the Cellular Level. The diary method has been used by all of the great martial artists to unite strategy, tactics, and to develop a deeper philosophical and theoretical exploration of methods and experiences in protracted fighting. It is hoped that all who read the Diary entries will understand that cancer and capitalism are inextricable and that no possible cure can be found so long as the toxicity of capitalist existence continues. And more profoundly, that it can be fought and eventually defeated if correct analysis and methods of combat are applied. 

THE WAR RETURNS

My initial chemo treatments ended March 10, 2007. On September 25, 2007, my annual colonoscopy revealed that the tumor had returned. An MRI subsequently revealed another possible tumor in my pelvic region. The war did not end, but continued. I underwent a combination of different chemotherapy treatments with radiation, which finished the end of January 2008. I would have another surgery, have an ileostomy bag attached to me, undergo even more chemotherapy, surgical removal of the bag and a gaping “crater” in my upper right abdomen, proceed to fly to Madison, Wisconsin, to begin a artist teaching residency within two weeks after leaving the hospital with an undetermined life-threatening fever that reached 104 degrees, and, in December 2008, to have a colonoscopy that once again found cancer cells.

GOD HAS SOMETHING MORE TO TEACH ME

This is what my friend Mike Surdej told me—it was the only explanation he could come up with as many cancer patients have tormented themselves with the question, Why me? In war, collateral damage is massive, and to ask the question, Why me? Is a misplacement of energy and focus. Rather, to acknowledge the state of siege or war and proceed to fight to end it must be the predominant effort. I often tell young people that the best way for me to learn has been to get my ass kicked and that my role as a teacher is to kick their asses. Well, getting cancer has been a massive ass kicking for me that has taught me much. In the diary, I outline both the physical losses (perhaps likely to be permanent) but more importantly, the philosophical gains. Many of these gains could not have come any other way but through this harsh, brutal, dangerous war. My conceptions about Ludditism, getting off “the treadmill,” of love, about a new vision of the revolutionary struggle, the journey to eliminate ego, my mission on this planet, my preparedness to die, to live fighting with every breath in my body to bring an end to the capitalist system. All these radical and new conceptions are all detailed within the diary: how they were sparked, developed, and transformed me.
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