Editorial

In the compelling narrative, The Spirit Catches
You and You Fall Down (Fadiman, 1997), Anne
Fadiman examines the cultural clash between the
medical community of a county hospital in
California and a Hmong refugee family with a seri-
ously ill child. When Lia Lee is diagnosed with
severe epilepsy as an infant, her Laotian family
begins a tragic dance with Western medicine that
culminates in Lia being removed from her parent's
home and placed in foster care. Fadiman’s explo-
ration of how this heartbreaking event occurred
unfolds two vastly divergent perspectives about ill-
ness and health. In Hmong culture, epilepsy is not
only a serious medical condition as defined by tra-
ditional western medicine; it is also an indication
that the inflicted person holds a special status in the
spiritual world. So when Lia had her first seizure
when she was three months old, her parents
believed the tremors that shook her tiny body were
a sign that Lia's spirit had been frightened and tem-
porarily fled.

Fadiman juxtapositions the Lee's view of Lia's
seizures with that of Dan Murphy's, the first emer-
gency room physician to witness Lia seizing: "Dan
had no way of knowing that Foua and Nao Kao had
already diagnosed their daughter's problem as the
illness where the spirit catches you and you fall
down. Foua and Nao Kao had no way of knowing
that Dan had diagnosed it as epilepsy, the most
common of all neurological disorders. Each had
accurately noted the same symptoms, but Dan would
have been surprised to hear that they were caused by
soul loss, and Lia's parents would have been surprised
to hear that they were caused by an electrochemical
storm inside their daughter's head that had been
stirred up by the misfiring of aberrant brain cells”
(Fadiman, 1997, p. 28).

In her interviews with forty professionals who had
contact with the Lee family over a nine year period,
Fadiman was surprised to discover that the only per-
son who had ever asked Lia's parents what they
thought was the cause of her illness was a social work-
er, Jeanine Hilt. Hilt explained to Fadiman that in her
parent's eyes, Lia was “an anointed one, like a mem-
ber of royalty.. [Iln their culture [she was a very
special person] because she had these spirits in her
and she might grow up to be a shaman, and so some-
times their thinking was that this was not so much a
medical problem as it was a blessing” (Fadiman, 1997,
p. 22). Contrary to the “negligent” parents described
in the child welfare records, Hilt recognized that Foua
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and Nao Kao loved their little girl deeply, and were
doing everything within their power to provide what
they believed to be the best treatment for her illness.
Through her genuine interest in their world, Hilt
earned the Lee's trust and helped them to regain cus-
tody of Lia before the twelve-month deadline, at
which point they would have legally lost her for good.

As Fadiman observed, social workers espouse a
holistic and multidimensional view of people, even
when 1t is at odds with dominant societal narratives.
We question assumptions about human meotivation
and behavior that serve to oppress, silence and mar-
ginalize, and we view the subjective experience of our
clients as the most important “truth.” In this volume
of Praxis: Where Reflection ¢ Practice Meet, students
and alumni pursue these values by giving voice to the
perspectives of families in poverty, foster children and
foster parents, victims of domestic violence, immi-
grant and first generation college students, and
grandparent caregivers. Likewise, it is important not
to forget the influence of the clinician's perspective as
expressed in the article on counter-transference.

As students of social work, we are fortunate to be
learning at a time when postmodern and postposi-
tivist ideologies are increasingly embraced, opening
doors to ways of conceptualizing treatrnent and
research that are in sync with the values that are at the
very heart of our profession. And as students at
Loyola, we are part of a scholarly community that
values the knowledge generated from clinical
work, and encourages the investigation of multiple
theories and epistemnologies in the learning process.
Erin Scanlon's essay on a new epistemmology for
psychotherapy illustrates this exploratory style of
learning, where the value base and utility of tradi-
tional methods of knowing are questioned, and new
ways of understanding the therapeutic relationship
are tried on for fit. In her analysis, Scanlon asserts
that objectivist, positivist epistemologies create a
dualism between “knower” and “known,” whereas
“psychotherapists think through ‘we” Scanlon
proposes a new epistemology for psychotherapy
that is based on intersubjective theory and Martha
MNussbaum's theory of “love's knowledge”

A pivotal characteristic of social work education
is its dialogical nature. We learn in the context of
relationships and we grow from sharing, debating
and expanding our ideas with fellow learners and
teachers. And because social workers come from

all walks of life, the diversity of our backgrounds,
experiences and interests mgkt:s the discourse rich.
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