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Medical Ethnocentric Confrontation and Tragedy in Anne Fadiman’s The Spirit
Catches You and You Fall Down: A Hmong Child, Her American Doctors, and the
Collision of Two Cultures

Abstract

Contemporary American writer Anne Fadiman’s (1953-) The Spirit Catches You
and You Fall Down: A Hmong Child, Her American Doctors, and the Collision of Two
Cultures (1997) is widely read by students of medical schools in the United States as a
case study on the tragic cultural collision between Lia’s doctors and her parents. Up to
now, scholars in medical anthropology and sociology have had various criticism of
the nonfiction book from perspectives of cultural collision, medical education,
ethnography, and doctor-patient relationship. However, there is a lack of research on
Asian American ethnic groups’ culture, especially the “demonic possession”. This
paper examines the similarities and differences between the western medicine and the
ethnic group Hmong’s medicine by taking the spectacle of the Hmong child Lia’s
“demonic possession” as an example and employing Michel Foucault’s ideas of
discourse and power. It further points out that Lia’s tragedy is an inevitable result of
medical ethnocentric confrontation, and cultural relativity is impossible in the absence
of equal power.

Keywords: epilepsy cultural collision in medicine ethnocentrism discourse
systems cultural relativity
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