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The Spirit Catches you and you fall down : 
A Hmong child, her American doctors and the collision of two cultures  
By Anne Fadiman      Farrar, Straus and Giroux  New York 1997  
 
This true story of informal medical anthropology is revealing, readable and very engaging. It 
describes the cultural clash between a Hmong refugee family and the medical system in a small 
county hospital in California in the 1980s.  
 
Lia Lee was born in the San Joaquin valley in California to Hmong refugees who had escaped Laos, 
moved through a Thai refugee camp and re-settled in the USA. Her parents could speak no English 
and lived a traditional Hmong lifestyle.  
 
At the age of 3 months Lia developed generalised epilepsy. Her parents felt that this was caused by 
her sister slammed a door and they call it quang dab peg (the spirit catches you and you fall down) - 
the spirit left her. People with epilepsy in Hmong culture are revered and often become sharman. 
 
While her very competent paediatricians and residents at the Merced Hospital provided outstanding 
medical care especially during her multiple emergency admissions in status epilepticus, her parents 
preferred less aggressive medical care and various folklore remedies (based on sharman animism)- 
designed to coax her spirit back into her body.  
 
Over the next 4 yrs profound cultural differences and linguistic miscommunication would exacerbate 
the rift between Lia’s loving parents and her caring and well intentioned doctors. 
 
Anne Fadiman weaves the families challenges, the dilemmas facing the various health professionals 
and social services , together with a fascinating look at Hmong history and culture into an insightful 
and highly educational book. There are no easy answers for how the medical staff could have 
improved the situation but it demonstrates that hindsight is great teacher.  
 
There is a section on questions for reflection and discussion and extensive referencing.  
 
It is recommended reading for all medical students. 
 
 
Dr Nick Cooling  


