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Synopsis

Winner of the National Book Critics Circle Award for Nonfiction When three-month-old Lia Lee
arrived at the county hospital emergency room in Merced, California, a chain of events was set in
motion from which neither she nor her parents nor her doctors would ever recover. Lia’s parents,
Foua and Nao Kao, were part of a large Hmong community in Merced, refugees from the CIA-run
"Quiet War" in Laos. The Hmong, traditionally a close-knit people, have been less amenable to
assimilation than most immigrants, adhering steadfastly to the rituals and beliefs of their ancestors.
Lia’s pediatricians, Neil Ernst and his wife, Peggy Philip, cleaved just as strongly to another
tradition: that of Western medicine. When Lia Lee entered the American medical system, diagnosed
as an epileptic, her story became a tragic case history of cultural miscommunication. Parents and
doctors both wanted the best for Lia, but their ideas about the causes of her illness and its treatment
could hardly have been more different. The Hmong see illness and healing as spiritual matters
linked to virtually everything in the universe while medical community marks a division between
body and soul and concerns itself almost exclusively with the former. Lia’s doctors ascribed her
seizures to the misfiring of her cerebral neurons; her parents called her illness gaug dab peg - the
spirit catches you and you fall down - and ascribed it to the wandering of her soul. The doctors

prescribed anticonvulsants; her parents preferred animal sacrifices.
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Customer Reviews

| was one of the physicians involved in the care of Lia Lee. I'm referred to in the book as the



physician that first diagnosed Lia’s spells as seizures. Neil Ernst and Peggy Philp, the principal
pediatricians in the book, were and are good friends of mine. Having experienced Lia Lee’s saga
personally, and then having read the book, | can only refer to Anne Fadiman’s talent as astounding.
Anne walks an incredibly fine, and very well documented, line as she describes what happens when
American medical technology meets up with a deep and ancient Eastern culture. My team (Western
medicine) failed Lia. Never have | felt so fairly treated in defeat, and never have | felt so much
respect for an author’s skillful distillation of a tragically murky confrontation of cultures. ADDENDUM
(8/8/09) | wrote the above review almost a decade ago. The experiences that | had during the
events described in this book have continued to guide the way that | practice medicine. The Spirit
Catches You has become a true classic in the medical and anthropological fields, being read in
college, medical school, and nursing classes throughout the United States every year. This speaks
to the enduring quality of the work that Anne Fadiman did in a book that remains unique in the skill
with which it was written. The story it contains remains fresh and astoundingly relevant to the

practice of medicine in particular, and cross-cultural relationships in general.

| don’t think | should be writing in here since | am a part of the book. This book was amazing! It took
me two days to read it and of course | shed a few tears on the way. My sister, Lia Lee, is doing well
although she will never be able to see the bright sunlight or the incredible stars that we see
everyday and everynite. She is an incredible child with so much love and affection from her family
and the many friends she have encountered during her hardships.l was only 7 when all this
happened, but | do recall everything from the door slamming incident to the day the doctors told my
family that it was okay for her to come but she will not live pass 7 days. | will never forget that week
or those many years of pain my family or the doctors had to go through.This book has given me a
better view of what can really happen when two different cultures have their own ways of
interpreting medicine or life in general. We must understand that different cultures have different
ways of curing a person and doctors have their policy they must follow. To avoid another incident
like this, we must work together as a whole and not blame each other for not cooperating with one
another. Lets hope this book tells us what can happen in the future if we don’t work with this
now.Anne did a great job on this book! My family couldn’t have ask for more. She has become a

great friend of my family and we are greatful for it. Anne-thank you !

The Spirit Catches You and You Fall is a novel based on the clash of two cultures---the Hmong

culture and the American culture. A little Hmong girl is diagnosed with epilepsy which her parents



believe is caused by spirits. Because of this belief, they try to cure her illness not with western
medication but their own Hmong ways. There is a huge misunderstanding between the parents and
the doctors that Anne Fadiman explores. Anne Fadiman provides readers with a vivid, detailed
history of the Hmong in Laos to their involvement in the Vietnam War to their struggles in America
that explains this clash. On the other hand, she also explains why Americans see and felt the way
they did about the Hmong culture particularly the doctors. One shortcoming is that the author
implies that Hmong Americans and their experiences are completely homogenous, but the beauty of
this book is that she is able to view both sides without judgment. As a Hmong American, it's hard to
imagine an American who can achieve this, but the author achieves this so beautifully. It's hard to
look at something from a totally different perspective especially because westerners are very rigid
about their beliefs and have a sense of superiority in regards to other cultures thus | was shocked
that Fadiman was able to communicate and understand the Hmong in such a way. She did a great
job of digging beyond the surface and really understanding the Hmong people, their beliefs, and
where they are coming from. As a Hmong American, | think she did a great job! She talked of things
that | couldn’t imagine an American even knowing about until | read this book. It's great to know that
an American can look at the Hmong culture without judgment and even come to admire it and see
some good in it even though it's very different from her own beliefs. | recommend this book to

anyone especially those that are interested in learning more about the Hmong.

People who are not familiar with Hmong Americans may read this book and assume that all/most
Hmong Americans are like the Lee family and other Hmong families presented in the book. The
events that took place with the Lee family occured when Hmong first arrived here in the late
70s/early 80s. These days, the majority of Hmong Americans are a lot more Americanized
compared to the early 1980s. Although the assimilation has been slow compared to other first
generation Americans, things have changed a lot since then. For example, many Hmong no longer
practice the traditional Hmong religion and have converted to Christianity. The Lee family was a lot
more traditional than most Hmong American families in the early 80s. | just wanted to clear this
up.Having said that, | enjoyed this book because it does the impossible. Fadiman is able to make
the reader better understand the traditional Hmong culture, a culture that seems irrational and is
opposite of western culture. It doesn’t mean that you will agree with the Hmong culture but you will
better understand it, including why the family did/did not do certain things to help their daughter who
had epilepsy. | also believe that this book is important for those who work with the public because it

promotes sensitivity towards other cultures. The doctors and the family had the very best intentions



for the daughter who had epilepsy but the cultural barriers were just too much.
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