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Anne Fadiman's 1997 novel The Spirit Catches You and You Fall Down: A 

Hmong Child, Her American Doctors, and the Collision of Two Cultures tells 

the story of a struggling Hmong family and their attempts to treat the 

epilepsy of their daughter Lia Lee. A tremendous culture conflict is presented

within this work, as the American doctors cannot communicate with the 

family effectively, due to the language and culture barriers. One of the 

central conflicts between the American doctors and the Hmong is that the 

Hmong see epilepsy as something belonging to the divine, while the doctors 

only see it as a disease. This creates immense conflict between the two 

sides, as one side just wants Lia Lee to be okay, and the other wants to cure 

her of the epilepsy. The issue at the core of the book is communication and 

cultural barriers that hinder the treatment of this young girl. The Hmong 

have very traditionalist views and somewhat damaging ideas (based in 

myth) of what American medicine is supposed to do. The Americans, on the 

other hand, also do not do what they can to help the parents help their child,

growing frustrated at the lack of easy communication. 

In 1982, Lia Lee, in her first year of life, is taken to the hospital after having a

seizure; this was a nerve wracking experience for the Lee family, as they had

heard all kinds of horror stories about American doctors in a Thai refugee 

camp. From these stories and experiences, they thought that American 

doctors ate livers and kidneys of the Hmong, and that Hmong are sold as 

food in cans after being cut up when they die in America. These are 

obviously very hazardous, counterproductive viewpoints to be given, but that

is the perspective from which they come, which makes it harder for the 

Americans to do their job. The Americans, however, are not completely at 
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fault, as they have their own issues that they needed to address, and needed

to have more cultural sensitivity in dealing with the Lees. 

In various chapters, Fadiman alternates between subject to subject, instead 

of following a strict narrative. The American doctors are unable and unwilling

to learn more about Hmong culture, leaving them helpless to help Lia Lee. 

This is used as a simple example to examine more about the immigrations, 

assimilation and discrimination problems inherent in American-Hmong 

culture conflict. When the Lees go to MCMC and work with the doctors there, 

there is tremendous conflict in terms of what her treatment should be. The 

doctors prescribe Tegretol and Phenobarbital, but the Lees start to become 

more than more overwhelmed with another daughter, Foua, having a 

fifteenth child. The huge number of Hmong in the family starts to see Lia be 

deprived of treatment, as they simply do not have time. 

The overall conflict between the two camps (the Lees and Drs. Ernst and 

Philip) is that the doctors feel the need to obey the Hippocratic Oath; they 

feel that seeing that Lia is not receiving the treatment she requires is child 

endangerment. However, the way the Hmong want her treatment to be 

tailored simply would not be satisfactory in the eyes of these doctors. Many 

of the attempts to give Lia a specific dosage went misunderstood and not 

followed by the Lees, and this left them uncertain as to how to give Lia the 

help she needed to receive. In fact, the Supreme Court decision in 1943 to 

make children who are in medical danger removed from their families came 

into play here, and Ernst reported Lia to the authorities. Lia was placed in a 

foster home for two weeks, essentially as a warning to Lia's parents that she 
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could be taken away if a life-saving treatment was withheld from her. 

However, her problems became even worse away from her parents. 

One of the biggest problems is the cultural barrier that exists between the 

Hmong and the doctors. The different cultures presented are in direct 

conflict, as Hmong culture focuses on the strict dichotomy between life and 

death, while American medicine has codified and quantified every aspect of 

wellness, to the point of confusion for the Lees. Hmong patients see 

symptoms as a link to a spiritual and universal imbalance, and not 

something that they should cure with medicines or personal treatment. At 

the same time, they acquiesce to the doctors' requests, but for potentially 

damaging reasons. The language and culture barriers that existed prevented

the Lees from truly understanding the medications and instructions their 

doctors gave them to give Lia. They could not express their frustration or 

confusion, because of the language barrier and the cultural idea that passive

obedience, regardless of understanding, was best to protect the doctor's 

dignity, while also pretending that they know what they are talking about. To

ask for further explanation would be to dishonor oneself in front of others, 

and so pride likely played a factor in the Lees' respective mistakes. 

The conflicts presented here are a textbook example of cultural relativism - 

the Lees come from a very strict, supernatural and holistic epistemology for 

medicine, while the American doctors at the Merced Community Center 

attempt to use modern medicine, each side believing that their way is better.

The language barrier is tremendous, as neither side behaves at their best; 

instead of getting translators or attempting to meet each other at a middle 

https://assignbuster.com/the-spirit-catches-you-and-you-fall-down-book-
review/



 The spirit catches you and you fall down... – Paper Example Page 5

ground, the Lees become frustrated at the constant string of increasingly 

convoluted medicines and dosing schedules, while the American doctors get 

frustrated at the Lees' inability to simply accept that their way is better. By 

not recognizing the merits of either side, Lia's treatment suffered much more

than it needed to. 

In conclusion, the book The Spirit Catches You and You Fall Down offers an 

interesting insight into the communication and language barriers that exist 

between wildly different cultures, even when the stakes are as high as 

medical treatment. The American doctors looked down upon the Hmong's 

adherence to spirituality and their unwillingness to communicate, while the 

Hmong did not understand exactly what the American doctors were trying to 

say, feeling their pride hurt at the implication they could not take care of 

their child. Given hindsight and proper planning, both the Hmong family and 

the doctors at MCMC would have been better able to communicate Lia's 

predicament, and have fewer speedbumps in her treatment. As it stands 

now, however, the story stands as a testament to how stubborn East-West 

culture conflict can often get in the way of life-and-death decisions. Both 

sides were committed to proving each other right; Lia's health suffered as a 

result. While the doctors wanted to provide medical scientific treatments, the

Hmong traditionalism needed to be dealt with, and it was not to a 

satisfactory degree. Through small changes in perspective and education 

about each others' point of view and culture, both parties could have come 

together to give Lia the help she needed. 
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