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Understanding life is not 
just about place but people. 
For renowned anthropolo-
gist and Bennington College 
professor Miroslava (Mirka) 
Prazak, it is about experi-
ence, path and perception. 
Retiring from teaching this 
spring after 30 years at Ben-
nington College, Prazak re-
cently received the accolade 
as a Fellow of the Vermont 
Academy of Arts and Scienc-
es. On the cusp of  her final 
semester but also the transi-
tion into other pursuits that 
have defined and informed 
her journey from fieldwork to 
books, Prazak sat down with 
the Banner to discuss per-
spective, details and her love 
of  teaching.

Born in the Czech Repub-
lic with time in her youth 
spent in Pakistan, Australia 
and Austria before coming 
to the States, Prazak took on 
her initial college experience 
at Smith College, barely an 
hour and a half  from where 
she has taught for three de-
cades in Bennington.

“It was really at Smith that 
A, I lived in America, and B, 
I really started to look at my 
life experience, and see that 
there could be a connection 
between that and what I stud-
ied.” When she first came 
across anthropology, Prazak 
says it spoke to her because 
it was just a discipline that 
“embraced the diversity of  
experience, the diversity of  
ideas and the diversity of  
people in their background 
and the things that are im-
portant to them.” She says 
people always ask her, “‘How 
do you compare this to that...
[how do you] compare the 
Czech Republic to Pakistan, 
Pakistan to Australia?’ And 
it’s like, ‘Well, you don’t real-
ly compare. You just experi-
ence.’” It becomes about un-
derstanding the particulars 
in the norms. For example, 
“in some ways, living in Pa-
kistan was a liberating thing, 
but in other ways, it was 
very restrictive.” She says all 
her early experiences came 
together for her when she 
began attending Smith. “I 
really liked Western Massa-
chusetts. I had an American 
host family who are still my 
family [to this day]. They had 
six kids. They just took me 
in.” She also adds that Smith 
is “where my Americanness 
comes from.”

Prazak says there was 
something about New En-
gland from the beginning 
that was very appealing to 
her. “I think part of  it is be-
cause it is not so commer-
cialized. It is naturally beau-
tiful and there’s a sense of  
space and freedom here.” She 
laughs that she can stand in 
her backyard, “and I can see 
New York — not the city, but 
the state.”

Prazak says she ended up 
NYC and, for a time, she was 
interested in pursuing doc-
umentary filmmaking. She 
even took a couple of  classes 
at NYU. “I didn’t want anoth-
er degree. I just wanted to get 
the skills. ” The one thing 
Prazak realized about that 
sector is that there was a lot 
of  fundraising involved. She 
says for many of these doc-
umentaries, it was advanta-
geous to have someone with 
an anthropological back-
ground on the crew. “And I 
thought, ‘Well, gosh, I could 
do that.’” The reality though 
was that having a BA with no 
experience was not enough. 
So she enrolled in 1983 at Yale 
University.

Prazak applied to three 
graduate schools including 
UCLA and University of  
Wisconsin at Madison. She 
focused on these universi-
ties because they were three 
schools that specialized in Af-
rica. “I went to Yale because 
they were very generous [in 
terms of financial aid]. And, 
at that time, my dad had 
stopped working for the UN 
and had started working for 
the World Bank which took 
him to other places. He went 

from Pakistan to the Sudan 
and then Uganda.” Prazak 
says the first time she went to 
Kenya was on vacation with 
her parents. “But the thing is: 
I walked out of  the hotel we 
were staying, walked around 
Nairobi, and said, ‘I total-
ly get this place. This is the 
place for me. I love the people. 
I love the way that they live.’”

When she eventually went 
to Yale, Prazak didn’t have a 
field site actually picked out 
for her dissertation. “But I 
had a classmate there who 
was from Kenya who was 
actually part of  the Kuria 
[tribe] and the Kuria are the 
people I have worked with 
ever since. [He had said] 
‘You tried this place and that 
place? Well, I have a sugges-
tion. Why don’t you study 
my people?’” Prazak says 
they are still friends all these 
years later. She laughs that 
the first time her parents 
came to visit her in the field, 
her husband picked them up 
in Nairobi, which is about 
a 10-hour drive from where 
her field site was. “And the 
last two hours of  that drive 
are completely on unpaved, 
un-graveled roads. And when 
Robert, my husband, turned 
off  the paved road, my mom 
said, “How did Mirka ever 
find this [place]?’”

In terms of her life path, 
Prazak says she didn’t have a 
long term plan. “I made these 
decisions as I went along.” 
She continues that she did 
her requisite coursework 
at Yale before she started 
to raise money for her field 
work. “And then I moved to 
Kenya. My husband came 
with me. We got married just 
before going into the field and 
then spent two years there for 
my initial field work before 
we came back to the States.” 
She however says they did 
not come back to New Haven 
and Yale. “We actually lived 
in Washington, DC.  Prazak 
finished her dissertation. 
Her daughter was born six 
weeks before she turned it in. 
“Then I was offered an Mel-
lon Foundation post-doc both 
at Brown and at the Austra-
lian National University. I’m 
an anthropologist. And I had 
never been to Australia. So 
we went for three years. My 
daughter was four months 
when we moved.”

Prazak’s post-doc work 
was in in demography which 
is defined “as the study of  sta-
tistics such as births, deaths, 
income, or the incidence of  
disease, which illustrate the 
changing structure of  human 
populations.” Prazak says 
there was an impulse at that 
moment in time to introduce 
anthropological methods and 
perspectives into demogra-
phy, which, she admits, is 
very dry and data-driven. 
“But that’s what I was doing.  
She adds that she spent a 

year of  those three in Austra-
lia actually in Kenya with her 
daughter and her husband 
doing additional field work.”

Prazak says that, with any 
science, there’s a very strict 
methodology, “but the ini-
tial question is absolutely 
qualitative. You use the data 
to test the hypotheses. But 
the question [always has to] 
begin with — from your ex-
perience — what are you in-
terested in, or what has come 
to your attention.” When 
they returned Stateside after 

completing their final year 
in Australia, Prazak had an 
interview at Bennington Col-
lege. She met with the college 
in March, got the offer two 
weeks later and then they 
moved up to Vermont in June 
of  that year. “And we have 
been here ever since.” She 
says her original contract 
was for three years. “And we 
thought, ‘We can do anything 
for three years.’” She began 
to appreciate the small town 
aspect of  Bennington. “But, 
at that point, I didn’t really 

know anything about pro-
gressive education.”

Prazak adds she did have 
a series of  very long discus-
sions with then-Bennington 
College President Elizabeth 
Coleman. “She was this in-
credibly articulate, really 
smart woman who had this 
vision of  Bennington College 
that was so profound. Her 
thing was, ‘Look, I want you 
to teach what keeps you up at 
night.’” Prazak realized that 
“[I had] all the stuff  that I had 
read in graduate school, all 
the theories, all of  that. I had 
my field experience. And yet 
here I was in the classroom, 
trying to engage people to get 
involved in what I was pas-
sionate about.” 

Prazak continues that one 
of  the most formative aspects 
that created her in terms of  
her teaching was when stu-
dents came to her saying, 
”Mirka...will you teach a 
course on the anthropology 
of  art?” Prazak says she had 
done a lot of  photography, 
as well as some film in her 
field work. “But I thought, ‘I 
never have really specialized 
in art as a subject of  study.’ 
So I thought ‘Why don’t I do 
a tutorial?’” Her students 
thought her tutorial was 
amazing. “Because for me, 
teaching is collaborative. I 
contribute. They contribute.” 
Through that discovery pro-
cess, Prazak says she and her 
students ended up creating 
a lasting course, one she has 
taught maybe five times. As 
part of  the course work, she 
says they had a section on 
architecture that was based 
ethnographies in Mali as well 
as Timbuktu. “It dealt both 
with sort of  traditional archi-
tecture and buildings from 
sun-dried bricks to the pres-
ervation of  cultural heritage 
sites.”

The reasoning of  the 
course, she explains, is that 

“once you start looking at 
something very specifical-
ly, then you can bring in all 
of  these dimensions that 
pertain to it.” She says they 
would study the night plays 
put on in rural India. “We 
brought in people like Daisy 
Rockwell, who is a specialist 
in India to explain the Ma-
habharata. Sue Rees at Ben-
nington College, had worked 
with the Kattaikkuttu for 
decades, came in as a visit-
ing speaker as well.” In many 
ways, Prazak explains, it was 
about bringing in people who 
weren’t performers but had a 
huge voice in analysis.

Prazak says the best thing 
that happened in her life was 
becoming involved with the 
idea “that you have to ques-
tion authority always. The 
most important lessons are 
reached through discussion. 
[But] you have to be open to 
accepting other people’s cri-
teria. As an anthropologist, 
I find that ethnocentrism is 
the thing that I have to fight 
all the time...that belief  that 
what I know or what is nor-
mal to me is the best way to 
know or to do something.” 
Prazak adds that “you have to 
be open to the fact that other 
people do things differently. 
And that these outcomes can 
be just as satisfactory as what 
I would do.”

Prazak does say “the most 
important thing I have done 
in my life, besides being a 
mom and all that kind of  
stuff, has been to teach. That 
is my legacy. Those pieces [of  
me] are now in other people, 
and they are carrying that 
forward. That is my contribu-
tion.”

Prazak adds that one of  the 
things that she always tries 
to impart to her students “is 
that you have to do things that 
help you align your moral 
compass. When my students 
go away and do things, I will 
often get emails from them 
saying, ‘I listened to this state 
of  address, and this is what 
I thought, and this is why I 
thought it.’” Through these 
interactions, Prazak sees her 
impact. “And my hope is that 
my students are making their 
own impact. As a teacher, 
you don’t really necessarily 
get all of  that recognition but 
what you put out is constant. 
Sometimes you get feedback 
from your students, or their 
parents, or people in the 
community.” She says that’s 
why being recognized by the 
Vermont Academy of Arts 
and Sciences shows “the con-
tribution that I have made to 
education in Vermont.”

Prazak explains that she 
is halfway through writing 
her next book, which is on 
the life history of  a peasant 
woman from rural Kenya. 
At the time when we spoke 
in late December, Prazak 
was going to Britain to vis-
it the archives of  a mission 
who had been the first ones 
to visit that area. “I’m going 
to look for descriptions that 
the priests had written about 
what the place was like when 
they got there which was in 
the 1890s.” Prazak adds that 
she has read through the Ger-
man journals that the priests 
had left behind. “[And] one of  
the things that came across 
immediately was that the 
people who approached them 
from the [Kenyan] commu-
nity did so because they had 
problems that they couldn’t 
resolve themselves. I’m try-
ing to get just tidbits about 
what it was like in those early 
years.”

One of  the course areas 
Prazak says she has really 
enjoyed as a teacher has been 
environmental studies. She 
adds that, in that way, “[I am] 
looking at using anthropol-
ogy to understand people’s 
relationship to the environ-
ment as well as our society’s 
relationship to the environ-
ment.” She adds that we, as 
people, live in other people’s 
environments that we our-
selves influence. “I think this 
was of  particular interest to 
the people at the Vermont 
Academy in how the teaching 

Understanding a life of both place and 
people through the lens of an anthropologist
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Bennington College Anthropology Teacher and Vermont Academy of Arts & Sciences Fellow Miroslava (Mirka) Prazak on the streets 
of Bennington.
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Prazak teaching at Bennington College in February.
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Prazak after the ceremony in November.
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that [I do] is based on my re-
search in Africa [but also how 
it] translates into building 
knowledge in Vermont, and 
how it influences the knowl-
edge base for issues that are 
relevant to Vermont.”

One course Prazak has 
just finished teaching this 
past term is ‘Studying Place 
by Metes and Bounds.” The 
course itself  focuses on the 
town of Bennington. “Its 
orientation is very local, but 
it deals with global issues as 
they manifest on the local 
level.” Prazak developed this 
course with a number of  her 
colleagues. It was funded Na-
tional Science Foundation 
in 2014 “when globalization 
was the big thing happening 
in academic circles and in 
the world at large.” The rea-
soning was that there was a 
real relevance at the time “to 
studying the local environ-
ment — the local setting — in 
order to generate grounded 
theory.” Prazak also adds 
that the course had many of  
the central tenets of  progres-
sive education that aligned 
with Bennington College. “It 
really focused on students 
learning methods for study-
ing the local environment. It 
also really encouraged crit-
ical thinking and problem 
solving skills.”

Prazak explains that what 
they were teaching were the 
basic methods that one uti-
lizes to understand contem-
porary society...at least from 
the anthropological perspec-
tive. These methods would 
include participant observa-
tions, doing interviews, shar-
ing findings, discussing how 
the methods work, and then 
extrapolating what has been 
learned through them. “And 
then also how we can analyze 
the data?” One of  the tenets, 
Prazak adds, of  progressive 
education, “is that we learn 
by taking part in everyday 
life to understand what the 
dynamics of  everyday life 
are.” She says this is very 
much a John Dewey sort of  
philosophy “which is what 
Bennington College is found-
ed on.” She explains that they 
designed the course “to allow 
our students to experience 
Bennington as they studied 
about it.”

Prazak says what she has 
come to learn over her years 
of  experience and teaching 
— and given the changes in 
larger society, both national-
ly and internationally — “is 
that an authoritarian school 
environment is not adequate 
preparation for life in a de-
mocracy. In order to be able 
to exercise their rights and 
responsibilities as citizens 
of  a democracy, students 
have to be able to understand 
much more deeply through 
personal engagement what 
is happening in the society 
around them.” Prazak adds 
that ultimately, she and her 
colleagues’ hope was that 
the students who took this 
course would be able to come 
to understand any place they 
would live in. In this case it 
was Bennington.

Prazak says another really 
important lesson she learned 
over her time at Benning-
ton College was that certain 
principles continue to be im-
portant in order to build the 
fundamental pillars of  what-
ever societies the students 
find themselves in. “You have 
to have the basic skills and 
basic understandings that 
will allow you to think out-
side the box and yet be able 
to critique the box.” For this 
course regarding Benning-
ton, Prazak says they brought 
in many experts to talk about 
the geology, the agricultural 
potential, the forestry and 
even the social institutions 
necessary for living in a town 
like Bennington. “But how do 
we approach topics that are 
socially sensitive and don’t 
rely on stereotypes?”

Prazak adds that they ac-
tually took the students out 
into the community and 
walked around the mills. “We 
went to the Cabinet of  Curi-
osity, which is the early co-
lonial collection at the Ben-
nington Museum.” There 
they saw artifacts from the 
early 1800s in Bennington. 
“We were building [their 
view] from the ground up, 
which is always sort of  the 
anthropological perspective 
on things anyway. [You] first 
try to document what the re-
ality is.” In this case, it was 
through the collection and 
documents. For this course, 
she says they also used the 
Harwood Diaries with the 
student. “Those [diaries] are 
amazing because the Har-

woods wrote them every day. 
We can look at the weather. 
We can look at the climate. 
We can look at the crops that 
were being produced...even 
the kind of  social interaction 
that was taking place within 
the town. It’s from a singular 
perspective — but it is a per-
spective that is situated in 
place and time.”

Another course of  im-
portance to Prazak, which 
she says she only taught 
once (last spring) was called 
‘”Encountering the Abena-
ki nation.” She designed the 
course herself  with the help 
of  the Abenaki people. She 
adds that it was intended to 
answer the question: “Who 
were the people who lived in 
this area before the settlers 
came?” But also: “How do we 
know [that], given that there 
are no written records.” She 
says they went through as 
many different sources as 
they could find to try to an-
swer: “How do we know this 
and why do we know this, 
and also that it is not some-
thing else?” Prazak says that 
through the course she tried 
to guide the students through 
the texts. “We looked at what 
kinds of  things we can learn 
from geology and how the 
settlement of  Vermont took 

place 12,000 years ago during 
the last Ice Age. There was 
just ice here...totally frozen. 
There were two huge seas 
that that have now been re-
duced to Lake Champlain. 
And it was so cold that there 
was really no vegetation...no 
human habitation.” She says 
the people who settled here 
came from the sub Arctic.

Prazak says one of  the 
issues they talked about a 
lot was the current contro-
versy about the Abenakis in 
Canada, claiming that they 
didn’t recognize the Abena-
ki groups in Vermont. “Why 
are these positions being 
taken? You would think that 
in a state where the indige-
nous populations have not 
been recognized for so long, 
that once they begin to be 
recognized, people would be 
grateful and happy. But the 
opposition comes from other 
Abenaki groups, who have 
the First Nation status in 
Canada. How does this make 
sense? So we’re dealing with 
issues as they come up, try-
ing to find as much evidence 
as we can to understand how 
this became an issue. Or what 
led to this.”

Based on the concept and 
delineation of  these two 
courses, Prazak adds that 

“environment — to me — ab-
solutely includes the people 
who live [in a place]. It is not 
just about plants and trees 
and climate. Those things 
are important, but so are the 
people and the way that they 
adapt to the environment.” 
Prazak adds that this inter-
disciplinary aspect of  her 
work has been profound for 
her right from the very be-
ginning. “My interests are 
not in one silo, they’re in 
many different areas, and the 
only way to get a comprehen-
sive picture is to reach into 
the disciplines that deal with 
those elements. That’s the ad-
vantage of  anthropology.”

Prazak also adds that one 
of  the key elements of  pro-
gressive education is being 
interdisciplinary. “I treat the 
students as people coming 
into a conversation with full 
rights of  participation. My 
initial assumption always 
is that everybody has some-
thing to contribute. If  they 
do the basic reading and the 
basic research that I ask of  
them, they should absolute-
ly be able to talk about the 
questions that I pose in the 
classroom.” Prazak contin-
ues that most of  her students 
are 20-years-old on average. 
“They don’t have a huge back 

stock of  experience, but they 
have enough to know that 
some things ring right and 
some things ring wrong. They 
are in the process of  forming 
their identities. They are cali-
brating their moral compass-
es.” She says one of  her jobs 
is to help them with those 
processes, and help them 
begin to recognize what as-
pects are significant to them 
in their life, in their future 
and what they want to work 
towards. “They’re part of  the 
Bennington community now. 
And in two years, they will 
be part of  wherever they end 
up going to. But these skills 
and understandings will help 
them build their core sense of  
self.”

That is why Prazak’s in-
duction into the Vermont 
Academy of Arts and Sci-
ences is so rewarding. “The 
process is cumulative. Not 
only in that I have gained a 
lot more knowledge — my 
students benefit from that — 
but they have also gone on 
to gain knowledge on their 
own, which sometimes gets 
fed back to me. Teachers are 
not stars. We are just ordi-
nary mortals. But I think in 
many ways, we all want to 
influence our students to do 
as well as they can to become 
responsible, dedicated and 
contributing citizens. I have 
so appreciated teaching in a 
school where these progres-
sive education principles are 
in practice.”

The big difference when 
Prazak retires is that she 
will longer be teaching. “And 
even though that has been an 
incredibly satisfying experi-
ence — and my greatest con-
tribution — I think just not 
having to prepare daily for 
class will just give me time to 
focus on the things that I feel I 
have left undone so far.”

She leaves with this 
thought: “One of  the descrip-
tors of  anthropologists is that 
they’re professional strang-
ers. They’re always outside, 
outsiders looking at the so-
cieties that we live in with 
this kind of  quote, unquote 
objective background that al-
lows us this analytical lens.” 
Prazak has lived this life but 
has always found a way to 
connect with her students 
through teaching and dis-
cussion, having a profound 
impact on those she comes in 
contact with.
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Bennington College Anthropology Teacher and Vermont Academy of Arts & Sciences Fellow 
Miroslava (Mirka) Prazak at The Archives in Britain researching her latest book in January.
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