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IN THE RURAL MOUNTAINS OF LAOS, CIRCA 1975, A 

Hmong woman squats over the floor of her home and gives 

birth to a newborn baby in complete silence. With her forehead 

beaded with sweat and her other children asleep nearby, she allows 

gravity to pull the baby from the womb into her hands, and cuts 

the umbilical chord with 

a pair of heated scissors. 

So begins the story of 

the Lee family, recounted 

by Anne Fadiman in her 

novel The Spirit Catches 

You and You Fall Down. 

The Lee family was 

one of many Hmong 

families who migrated 

from Laos to the United 

States after the Viet-

nam War. With its home 

war-torn, the family was 

granted refuge and gov-

ernment assistance in the 

American town of Mer-

ced, California. 

The Hmong birth-

ing experience that Fadi-

man describes starkly 

contrasts the typical 

birthing experience in 

an American hospital. 

In the United States, a 

mother typically lays 

supine in a sterile hospi-

tal bed, surrounded by her partner and a few healthcare providers. 

This juxtaposition effectively sets the tone for the rest of the novel, in 

which Fadiman recounts the cultural dichotomy born from the sud-

den insertion of a large Hmong community into a formerly homog-

enous American town.

Healthcare in Laos is executed in a very different way than it 

is in the United States. As Fadiman details in her novel, Laotian 

health practices are largely informed by the local culture and spiri-

tual beliefs. Thus, when the Lee family’s youngest daughter, Lia, 

underwent her first seizure in early childhood, her parents were ini-

tially excited – in Hmong culture, an epileptic individual was eligible 

to become a tvix neeb, or a Hmong shaman. However, after Lia’s 

seizure, the Lee family chose to visit the local medical center in 

order to balance traditional healing practices with typical American 

healthcare – in their words, “A little medicine and a little neeb.” 

It is the story of an attempted reconciliation between Hmong 

culture and American healthcare that Fadiman so eloquently con-

veys in The Spirit Catches You and You Fall Down. The circumstantial 

inflexibility of both the Merced doctors and the Lee family resulted 

in many small failures 

in terms of the quality 

of Lia’s care. Fadiman’s 

novel opens the door to a 

critical discussion regard-

ing the accommodation 

of different cultures in 

American healthcare. In 

her novel, Fadiman suc-

cessfully scales the task 

of putting an American 

reader into the Lee fam-

ily’s shoes, despite the 

extreme cultural dif-

ferences. Not only does 

Fadiman provide cultural 

background, but she also 

contextualizes each of the 

Hmong tendencies in the 

treatment of their ill with 

historical and political 

anecdotes. The lengths 

to which Fadiman goes 

to investigate each clash 

between the Hmong 

patients and American 

doctors truly pays off, as it 

fosters a comprehensive understanding of weaknesses in the Ameri-

can healthcare system in the face of harsh cultural differences. The 

description of both the doctors’ and the Hmong perspective in the 

treatment of Lia Lee sheds light on the evils of obstinacy in health-

care – with respect to healthcare providers and patients alike. 
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