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Anne Fadiman’s “The Spirit Catches You and You Fall Down: A Hmong child, her American doctors, and the collision of two cultures” is a 1997 book that chronicles the suffering and struggles of a Hmong immigrant family from Laos in America. The author examines the intense collision between the Hmong and American cultures using the case study of Lia Lee who in addition to being young is too sick to provide her own voice in the narrative. She is diagnosed with epilepsy but on the other hand; her immigrant parents have their own cultural ideas as to what could be causing the seizures. Through this case, the author analyses the complex relationships between the contemporary and traditional systems as well as the profound struggles of power relationships.
The author explores the complicated power relations between the Americans, their systems, and ways of life against those of the Hmong immigrants. Lia Lee’s wellbeing is intimately bound up in the pursuit of acting in the best standards for the child’s interests. After various seizures and visits to the hospital, the American doctors diagnose her with epilepsy and prescribe various doses. However, her condition is deteriorating progressively thereby making it necessary for them to change the medication from time to time. The parents administer some of the prescribed medication but prefer treating her with shamanism, traditional herbal remedies, and animal sacrifices. This is where the collision between the two cultural systems begin. Apparently, the parents accuse the Western system of worsening the seizures while the latter accuse the former of non-compliance and incompetence.


The Western culture holds power in this story. In other words, the Americans and in this context the American doctors hold more power over the immigrants. They are able to impose their ideas and methods of treatment to the immigrants regardless of their [immigrants] perceptions. The American institutions have been given powers by the government to act in whichever way they deem fit for as long as it is done for the best interest of the person involved. For example, in the Fifth Chapter, the author notes that Lia’s Doctor, Neil Ernst, had her committed to foster care despite the fact that her parents and family were alive and capable and willing to take care of Lia. The only reason that the doctor gives is that in his opinion Lia “should be placed in foster placement so that compliance with medication could be assured" (Fadiman, 1997. p.70). However, the doctor had already noticed that the medication was doing very little, if anything, to provide a solution to Lia’s condition. This implies that the western medical doctors’ opinions is powerful enough to have a child snatched from her parents just because the Westerner feels it is the right thing to and mandated by the law and professional code of conduct.
Age-long stereotypes, State’s legal systems hold this power. Apparently they constitute to cultural imperialism that gives the dominant group [whites] power over the inferior [Hmongs] (Young, 2000). For example, the doctors have a right to call the police and report parents who refuse to follow their medical advice especially in regards to the children. The existing stereotype that immigrants are inferior, naïve, and use primitive methods of treatment have also had a significant role in ensuring that the power structure and disparity remain unaltered. The State’s institutions, just like the medical institution fails to see things from the immigrants’ point of view.


The American medical system is oppressive. This has been made possible by the fact that it has continually ignored and overlooked the immigrants’ opinions – thereby becoming significantly oppressive and overbearing. In other words, this system is oppressive because it discriminates between the immigrants and the Americans. For example, in Chapter Seven, the author notes that even if the Lee’s did not combine the medical treatment with their native forms of treatment, and Dr. Neil Ernst decided to stick to “a single pretty good anticonvulsant, he would have to decide that Lia wasn’t going to get the same care he would have given the daughter of a middle-class American family” (Fadiman, 1997. p.89). This is a system that would readily discriminate against a sick child born to immigrant parents and deprive her of the optimal care that born to American parents would have been accorded were she in the same position as Lia. Again, the hospital did not have a Hmong interpreter and therefore communication barrier seriously undermined immigrants’ treatment.
Fadiman presents the story with immense sensitivity, admirable skill, intimate familiarity, and powerfulness. She depicts a family that is discriminated against, stigmatized and deemed culturally inferior in conjunction with behavior by western doctors in the hospitals that may not be always as scientific and rational. A change is possible if the American system decides to put everyone’s ideas into consideration regardless of their heritage. More specifically, members of the oppressive group should and can change their attitudes and oppressive behavior and this will likely spread to all members gradually (Bishop, 1994). Again, the issue of communication barrier can be remedied by bringing in an interpreter to facilitate effective communication between the parties. This is especially important for patients such as Lia Lee and her parents who are compelled to pay regular visits to the hospital. 


Reading Fadiman's novel has opened my eyes to things that I never thought existed so blatantly in the contemporary world. Many times, I have walked into hospitals and seen non-Americans struggle to communicate with the medical practitioner's ls on the basis of language differences. However, I did not pay much attention to this and just walked on thinking that is verbal language is not working; maybe they should try gestures and sign language. Upon reading this novel, I realized that harboring such thoughts makes me as insensitive and as much a culprit as the doctors who were treating Lia Lee and refused to come to level with the parents on a number of issues. I also discovered that most of the times we think we are right, we could be wrong and we rarely learn our mistakes unless they happen in a way that affects us directly. Overall, I can say that it has had a positive influence on me by enabling me to put other people’s plight and opinions into consideration.
The book has also challenged my values to a significant degree. I am an individual who loves diversity and at the same time believes that anything is okay so long as it is done within the provisions of the law and with clear intentions in the best interest of another person. However, this book has made me know how wrong I could be if I generalized all situations and applied this principle without due consideration. In other words, the book has made me see the value of acting in the best interest of others but has at the same time challenged my principal of applying a similar tactic to all people equally.


Another challenge is that although I previously saw people along racial lines. Reading this novel has enabled me to all people as equal. Although this sounds hypothetical and more like just another of the many clichés, I have really learned to approach and view people differently and individually instead of generalizing all of them and viewing them under the same lens. The significance of this is that it has further enabled me to be a more diversity-friendly person. For me, the more and deeper the diversity levels, the more united we can be through sharing and mutual respect for each other in whatever capacity.
With all these, I believe that the information presented in the book and the interpretation that I have of it can critically inform my approach to social work practice. This is because, when one is in such a practice, he or she is deemed to meet different people from different cultures and with very different belief systems. If I learn to accommodate them as equals and not portray myself as being the all-knowing and superior of them all; then I will be able to help them whenever they need my help. Also, I believe that this information has widened my view of things. Right now, I am of the opinion that if I had the chance to work with people such as the Lees in Anna Fadiman’s “The Spirit Catches You and You Fall Down: A Hmong child, her American doctors, and the collision of two cultures” then I will have a better way of understanding the situation and providing a way in which the two systems can come together and work in relation with other whenever and however necessary.
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