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Introduction 
The Spirit Catches You And You Fall Down by Anne Fadiman chronicles the struggles of a Hmong refugee, Lia lee who has epilepsy whose tragic death reveals the dangers of a lack of cross-cultural communication in the medical profession. The book tells the weaknesses of western medicine in caring patients with beliefs and immigrants that are different from that of their doctors. This paper explores this book describing two cultural practices of mainstream American culture focusing on language and medicine and contrasting the American methods to those of Hmongs. The paper also explores the immigrant group as a health disparity in the book with the reference from an article.
Cultural practices of Western, Mainstream America illustrated in the book
One of the cultural practices found in western, mainstream American culture is the use of English as their language. Language is an element of culture. The language barrier is the leading cause of the death of Lia Lee. There were miscommunications about medical dosages and refusal to give certain medicines due to misunderstandings and mistrust. An example of a quote that shows misunderstanding and communication is “since Fauna cannot read and has never learned to recognize Arabic numerals, it is unlikely that she followed these instructions (chapter 1, paragraph 11). The difference in language culture between Lia Lee's Hmong Shamanism culture and the Neil Ernst and Peggy Philip (doctors at Merced Community Medical Center) lead to the tragic demise of Lia Lee. It is not very clear of whether Lia’s parents were unable to follow the doctor's instructions or they were not willing to do so or both but it is inevitable that language barrier played a vital role in the demise of Lia Lee. Lia's treatment is complicated by Foua's Nao and Kao's inability to speak English, which makes it impossible to communicate with her American doctors (Fadiman, 2012).
The other cultural practice of the found in western culture is neurological medicine. Mainstream American medicine has divided health into categories of a medical study. The cultural differences in terms of medicine between the American culture and the Hmong culture lead to clashes between the American doctors and Lee’s parents. Unlike the Hmong culture who believe in spirituality, American medicine is based on scientific research. The Hmong believe that epilepsy has a relationship with the divine and view the practice of medicine as part of their spirituality (Fadiman, 2012). This is in contrast to the American culture of medicine which does not believe in spirituality which they believe does not follow logical reasoning. Fadiman quotes that "men believe epilepsy is divine simply because they do not understand it." The culture of medicine and treatment of the Mainstream Americans significantly differed with those of Hmongs which contributed to the tragic death of Lee. Neither the doctors nor Lee’s parents were malicious, all wanted to save the life of Lee, but they failed to communicate about their beliefs and actions. This is also a problem of failure to assimilate. In chapter one of the book, Fadiman explains the various beliefs of Hmongs surrounding health and spirituality including the idea that humans must be wary of evil spirits (dabs) who can afflict the soul. This is contrary to the American culture of medicine which the doctors would reject years later (Fadiman, 2012).
In my view, the Lees did not share any cultural practice with the Americans. Lee's cultural practices differed with those of Western, Mainstream culture in many ways. In the case of medicine, there are a couple of differences presented by Fadiman. For example, after the birth of Lee at Merced Community Medical Center (MCMC), the lees wanted to keep their daughter's placenta but the doctors, upon realization decided to incinerate it. The incineration of Lia’s placenta by ignorant doctors foreshadows the intense struggle that the Lees would face later in life when the American medical system fails to understand their spiritual beliefs. The American doctors feared that if they gave the placenta to the Lees, they would eat it.
In chapter three, Fadiman the author presents the difference between the approach to the treatment of epilepsy between the Lees and the Americans. The Hmongs believe that quag dab peg (epilepsy), brings a person distinction as seizures often deem people fit for the divine office. Hmongs with epilepsy often became shamanistic healers, a respected position in Hmong culture (Catlin, 1998). As such, the lees were conflicted about Lia’s affliction. They were in a dilemma; for a while they wanted their daughter to heal from the disease, they wanted her to assume the culturally important role of being a shamanistic healer. On the contrary, American medicine which seeks to solve anything perceived as harmful to the body. This illustrates the difference between the lees and the American medicine cultures- while the latter prizes the physical health, the former prizes spiritual prosperity (Catlin, 1998).
 Another difference between the Hmong culture and the American culture as far as medicine is concerned is the fact that the lees do not want surgery to be done to their daughter as they believe it would interfere with the spiritual wellbeing of her. A quote that explains this is found in chapter four “After you die, why do American doctors try to open up your head and take out your brains? Do American doctors eat the livers, kidneys, and brains of Hmong patients? (4.1)". The lees wonder where the American doctors take the brains, the livers, and kidneys when they perform surgery on the patient. Other differences between the cultures include beliefs include the origin of diseases, and taboos against medical procedures (Catlin, 1998).
The other cultural difference between the Lees and the American culture discussed above is language. While the Americans speak in English, the lees talk their language (Chinese) although they have lived in America for a long time. The Hmongs have failed to assimilate to the American culture. The difference in language culture between the lees and the Americans is the root cause of Lee’s death. The doctors and Lee’s parents fail to understand each other. Lia’s doctor eventually gets fed up with the lack of communication and sends Lia to a foster home where she is taken care of by Jeanine Hilt, a social worker. Neither Nao Kao nor Foua can speak English, neither can the doctors talk to Chinese. This creates some tension during delivery of Lia. 
Health Disparity in the book
The one health care disparity noted is immigrant status. The Hmongs are believed to have come from China and migrated to the United States of America. They have had a harsh existence. Health disparity is evident in this book in the form of an immigrant group (Hmongs) of people and the native community (Americans). Health disparities are defined as health differences between different groups of people. It is a particular type of health difference that is linked to social, economic or environmental disadvantage (Taylor, 2003).  
Health disparities adversely affect groups who have systematically experienced more significant obstacles to health based on ethnic, racial, gender, age, or socioeconomic status. In the book The Spirit Catches You And You Fall Down health disparity is manifested in the form of an immigrant group which is unable to get treatment from the American doctors due to the language barrier. The immigrant group does not get proper treatment, and this leads to the death of Lia Lee. The disparity also leads to a lot of complications during the delivery of Lia Lee by her mother Foua Yang (Taylor, 2003). The health disparity is caused by a lack of cross-cultural communication health disparity can be contrasted with health equity which is the attainment of the highest level for all people. 

Conclusion
In summary, The Spirit Catches You, and You Fall Down reveals the dangers of a lack of cultural understanding and how it can lead to the death of patients and medical disparity. The book can be used to teach cultural competence to health care practitioners. It is a beautiful book to medical students as it can help them to accommodate every patient they receive regardless of gender, race, socioeconomic status or gender identity. The book also reveals some of the shortcomings of American medical practices such as lack of an interpreter in case of differences in language between patients and doctors. I would recommend this book not only to medical students but also to all medical practitioners and government officials.
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