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Bright Spot Ethnography:  
On the Analytical Potential of !ings 
that Work
SARAh OSTERhOUDT

“All happy families are alike; each unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.” 

—Tolstoy, Anna Karenina, 1878

EVERYWHERE WE LOOK, it seems we are faced with crises. !ese 
crises loom large and small, from the expansive “entwined crises of cap-

italism and climate change”1 to more individual struggles for well-being and 
happiness. Indeed, we are now transitioning into an o"cial new era, the An-
thropocene, which exempli#es this teleology of crisis, as it is predicated on 
the overlapping disasters brought about by human failings: species lost to ex-
tinction; radioactive traces lingering in soil; and plastic particles ensconced in 
rock.2 

In many ways, thinking through crisis motivates action. In her 2013 book, 
Anti-Crisis, the cultural anthropologist Janet Roitman examines the catego-
ry of crisis in modern thought and asks what work this ubiquitous concept 
accomplishes.3 For one thing, she argues, it is used to signal a turning point 
in human history—where we, as a species, must intercede decisively to save 
ourselves from the brink of some disaster. Crises help de#ne our moral stand-
ing; they mark our history. As humans, we move from crisis to crisis. Roitman 
notes that, over time, organizing around crises has forced groups of people to 
act, articulate shared moral imperatives, and generate a sense of social urgency. 
In short, mobilizing in times of crisis motivates a lot of good, caring, and vital 
work. 

!inking through the category of crisis also, however, presents limitations. 
A default orientation towards crisis channels action and inquiry into particular 
forms, as “certain questions become possible while others are foreclosed.”4 By 
framing people and places primarily as problems to be solved, we may end up 
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inadvertently replicating harmful systems instead of thinking beyond them.5 
Moving forward, what are alternative ways to categorize the world and the 
relationships between human and non-human species other than through cri-
sis? What frameworks we can draw from not to replace rubrics of crisis, but to 
work alongside them? What is the analytical, emancipatory, and healing poten-
tial of bringing together questions of struggle with questions of joy?

In this essay, I address these questions through my experiences as a cultural 
anthropologist working in Madagascar and my longtime involvement in in-
ternational development work. I consider how reorientating some of my own 
research and writing towards “things that work” has presented particular chal-
lenges. One challenge is overcoming the embedded academic assumption that 
there is always richer analytical potential found in cases of hardship compared 
to cases of well-being. Another is balancing anthropology’s laudable commit-
ment to emphasizing narratives of struggle and marginalization with the recog-
nition that human experiences encompass a wide spectrum of emotional states, 
from happiness to despair. Understanding this expansiveness requires theoreti-
cal and methodological approaches that acknowledge the severe injustices and 
harm experienced by individuals without foreclosing narratives of wellness, 
agency, and power.6   

In formulating such a balance, there is much existing and emerging schol-
arship to draw from. For example, there is a growing interest in “positive an-
thropology,” which seeks to move beyond narratives centered exclusively on 
crisis and despair. Fields as diverse as business, international development, 
criminal reform, and human rights similarly are moving beyond strictly nega-
tive or punitive frameworks to consider the people, places, practices, and insti-
tutions that seem—in some ways at least—to be making a positive di$erence. 
I consider examples from these and other #elds in more depth in this essay. 
In particular, I discuss the model of bright spot ecology in the natural sciences, 
which identi#es places that defy expectations for ecological health. What, I 
wonder, would an analogous model for bright spot ethnography look like? 

Despite the challenges and caveats of this approach, I argue for the poten-
tial of moving beyond analytics centered only on crisis. Acknowledging what is 
going well in a place alongside critiques of what is going badly expands our lens 
of understanding. It broadens the repertoire of questions we draw from and 
challenges us both to empathize with the su$ering of others and to celebrate 
in their joy. Furthermore, it can inspire a di$erent response to research #nd-
ings, aimed not only at #xing problems but also nurturing strengths. Ideally, 
examining what is working well—in an ecosystem, a community, an organiza-
tion—can inspire us to do better in our own lives, and to better listen and to 
learn from others. While such a focus does not erase problems of exploitation, 
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degradation, or injustice, it can contribute to emancipatory projects by system-
atically examining the deliberate forms of work, knowledge, mindfulness, and 
care involved in crafting places that thrive.

Happy Landscapes
I was drawn to consider ways to think beyond crisis in my own anthropological 
#eldwork in Northeastern Madagascar where I have worked with smallholder 
farmers since 2005. !e majority of environmental narratives that internation-
al conservation and development groups circulate about Madagascar empha-
size crisis. !ey describe the island as a place marked by vanishing biodiversity, 
rapid rates of deforestation, and widespread poverty. !e overall impression is 
one of social and ecological landscapes on the brink of collapse. Wanting to 
make a positive di$erence, I accepted a post as an environmental Peace Corps 
volunteer in Madagascar, ready to do good and help “save” the island’s forests.

I found it surprising, then, when I #rst arrived to the Mananara region of 
the Northeastern coast of Madagascar. Rather than being surrounded by forests 
engulfed in %ames, I instead found myself surrounded by lush, %ourishing, 
tree-based agroforestry landscapes. As I spoke to people more about their land, 
I heard stories of how their managed forests re%ected generations of careful 
cultivation. !ey contained hundreds of tree and plant species, many endemic 
to the region.7 Some of these crops were cultivated for markets, such as vanilla, 
cloves, and co$ee. Other crops, including rice, tubers, and fruit trees, provided 
household food security. Still other trees were encouraged to grow to provide 
habitat for birds, lemurs, and other wildlife species. Similarly, I found civic and 
community life in the towns where I worked to be quite active. People worked 
together in farmer cooperatives, volunteered for their church, and held town 
meetings to discuss issues facing the community. !ey gathered together in 
their #elds and forests to mark times of celebration and of grief. 

Not everything was going well in these communities, of course, as they 
faced many pressing challenges. Health care was lacking, schools were under-
funded, clean drinking water was scarce, and many families struggled to pro-
vide for their families. As with communities everywhere, there were people 
who did not get along with one another, and certain factions that were doing 
better at the expense of others. Yet, when talking with people about their lives 
and aspirations, they did not use language of crisis to describe themselves or 
their futures. !ey spoke enthusiastically about their #elds, their children, and 
their plans. Overall, people were optimistic that things would get better. In 
short, while not everything was positive, there were many things, at least, that 
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were working out reasonably well. On matters of deforestation, certainly, the 
region was exceeding expectations.8 

After two years of Peace Corps, I returned to graduate school to pursue 
a doctoral degree in environmental anthropology. For my ethnographic re-
search, I wanted to return to the Mananara region to better understand not 
only the drivers of deforestation—the more usual topic of study in Malagasy 
communities—but also what motivated the continued care of landscapes and 
community. !rough the methodological tools of ethnography, I participated 
in the daily activities of smallholder farmers, gathered oral histories in the re-
gion, and interviewed people on their ideas and aspirations for the future. My 
hope was to apply what I learned to sustainability projects and programs. After 
all, I reasoned that scholars interested in fostering social and environmental 
sustainability could learn much from studying places where such things are 
happening, instead of only focusing on places where they are not. 

Once back from my #eld research, however, I struggled to situate my #nd-
ings within anthropological theory. Furthermore, without a pressing problem 
to solve, it was challenging to grab the attention of funders. !is dynamic 
caused me to step back and wonder more broadly why it seemed so di"cult to 
write the positive stories of others. 

Analytics of Happiness 
As an environmental anthropologist, I am immersed in two #elds largely de-
#ned by crisis narratives. Environmental research has been marked by a series 
of crises, from soil erosion to ozone depletion, and from biodiversity loss to 
climate change. In cultural anthropology, there has been a parallel emphasis 
over the previous decades on what the anthropologist Sherry Ortner terms 
“dark anthropology,” or “anthropology that emphasizes the harsh and brutal 
dimensions of human experience, and the structural and historical conditions 
that produce them.”9 Ortner connects this trend to the “problematic workings 
of neoliberalism” that have brought “increasing poverty, deterioration of life 
conditions, and increasing hopelessness and depression” to many communi-
ties.10 !e anthropologist Joel Robbins similarly notes the predilection for an-
thropology to center the “su$ering subject” as its subject of analysis.11 

One factor underlying the persistent intellectual focus on crisis is the as-
sumption that the richest situations for analysis are found in places of struggle 
and disaster.12 !is assumption is what I refer to elsewhere as the “Anna Karen-
ina e$ect.”13 !is concept draws from Tolstoy’s famous #rst line of the novel 
by the same name, which asserts that while “all happy families are alike; each 
unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.” !is seeming truism implies that 
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“happy” is a default category—it is a boring, static, homogenous way of being.  
In contrast, one may infer, all the rich analytical potential is found in unhappy 
families, each of which is di$erent in complex and interesting ways—ways ripe 
for research. Following Tolstoy’s logic, the emotionally rich crises of unhap-
piness supersede the normative blandness—the presumed emotive equilibri-
um—of happiness. 

!is predilection is seen in cultural anthropology, as well as related #elds 
such as political ecology and human geography. Much of the nuanced analyt-
ical work in these areas untangles the entrenched relationships between envi-
ronmental degradation, social inequity, and political power. !e scholarship on 
these issues has produced incredibly thoughtful and useful work. In contrast, 
places that show signs of success, health and well-being are traditionally less 
likely to draw such careful systemic social and cultural analysis.14 Happiness in 
particular is more likely to be considered somewhat of an anomaly that emerg-
es despite systems. Individual happiness is attributed not to systematic social 
factors, but rather to personal attributes. Happy people are happy due to good 
genes, good luck, or individual choice. 

Yet is this assumption accurate? In her essay titled “All Happy Families” 
the science #ction writer Ursula K. Le Guin (trained as an anthropologist) also 
takes issue with Tolstoy’s famous assertion that all happy families are alike.15 
Although Le Guin is a self-proclaimed fan of Tolstoy, she #nds this sentiment 
to be disingenuous and false, and infused with a dose of male bravado. In dis-
missing “happy families” as interchangeable, she writes, Tolstoy also wrongly 
dismisses:

“!e enormous cost and complexity of that ‘happiness,’ its depen-
dence upon a whole substructure of sacri#ces, repressions, suppres-
sions, choices made or forgone, chances taken or lost, balancings of 
greater and lesser evils—the tears, the fears, the migraines, the injus-
tices, the censorships, the quarrels, the lies, the angers, the cruelties it 
involved—is all that to be swept away, brushed under the carpet by 
the brisk broom of a silly phrase, ‘a happy family’? And why? In order 
to imply that happiness is easy; shallow, ordinary; a common thing; 
not worth writing a novel about?”16 

Le Guin points instead to the remarkableness of happiness and “how rare [it 
is], how imperiled, how hard won.”17 !is appreciation of happiness resonates 
with intellectual and spiritual traditions, including Buddhism, which empha-
size how the goal of attaining happiness and alleviating su$ering organizes 
all human—and nonhuman—relationships. Such teachings consider states of 
happiness and equanimity not to arise by accident nor on account of luck, but 
through deliberate practice. !e #eld of wellness studies, which has expanded 
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in the past decade, also underscores the systematic nature of human wellbeing, 
regarding traits such as happiness not as random individual attributes, but as 
re%ective of broader social, economic, and environmental relationships.18

!is more expansive view of happiness and well-being resonates with my 
research in Madagascar. !ere, the thriving “happy” landscapes I observed 
require constant work to maintain. !is work includes the physical labor of 
tending to crops, as farmers spend long days in their #elds, as well as the cultur-
al attention of circulating stories, sharing local histories, and gathering together 
in #elds and forests to mark important occasions. !rough such actions, caring 
for land emerges as a central component of living a good life—a meaningful 
life. Overall, the reasons for the relative environmental health of this region are 
not boring, nor simplistic, nor without ethnographic richness. !ey connect 
to economic and cultural history, to multiple forms of meaning-making, to 
epistemological adeptness, to creative relationships with global markets, to the 
expenditure of considerable local labor, and to proactive, strategic calculation. 

In short, not only are there compelling stories to be found in these happy 
landscapes, but also those stories make logical sense. For something to go ter-
ribly wrong, and to spiral into crisis, often only one “bad” thing needs to hap-
pen—a cyclone, a disruptive economic event, a political coup. Yet, for things 
to continue to work despite the compounding challenges that life often brings, 
many related things must come together in particular ways all at once—an 
overall more complex scenario to investigate. By better understanding what 
makes a landscape work, we gain new and aspirational strategies to address 
environmental and social challenges. 

!ere are signs of a growing interest within anthropology on questions of 
happiness in addition to despair. As the anthropologist James Laidlaw states 
in his response to Ortner’s essay, ethnographically examining “the good” does 
not represent stepping back from theoretical complexity.19 He notes that such 
theories are not merely a counterpoint to the existing work on crisis and suf-
fering, but rather represent “a profound departure from the very premises” 
of the theoretical paradigms derived from examining relationships of crisis.20 
Laidlaw further emphasizes that the notions of what counts as “the good life” 
are culturally situated. !e anthropologist Arun Appadurai similarly urges us 
to take seriously the complex “cultural logics” underpinning the concepts of 
what makes a good life.21 !ese scholars note that elements of “the good life” 
do not emerge in the absence of theory, but from the complexities based on 
alternative models of meaning and practice.22 

!ere is similar momentum towards analyzing wellbeing, happiness, and 
the category of “the good” in other disciplines. One example is the strength-
based paradigm in international development work, which identi#es strengths 
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of individuals, groups, communities and institutions and then designs pro-
grams based around these assets, rather than exclusively around needs. Some 
businesses are turning their attention to examples of “positive deviance”—
studying the individuals and groups that are doing well within organizations 
that are struggling.23 In criminology, there are calls to take a strength-based 
approach to assist the re-entry of formerly incarcerated individuals back into 
their community.24 !is #eld draws inspiration in part from frameworks for 
restorative justice, which support collaborative paths for healing and recovery 
based on the human capacity for forgiveness and reconciliation. !ere is a call 
within human rights advocacy work to adopt a more expansive view of human 
experiences that acknowledges and celebrates elements of joy.25 All of these 
paradigms center notions of human potential rather than human failing. !ey 
all consider states of wellbeing to be deliberate social and environmental pro-
ductions that require mindful work and care.

With such attention turned towards positive narratives, next comes the 
question of how to study “the good” in practice.26 As a cultural anthropologist 
who works with ethnographic methods and qualitative data, how exactly can 
I move from looking at happiness—or other states of anti-crisis—not only as 
individual characteristics, but as part of larger systems embedded within com-
plex ecological, environmental, cultural, political, and economic relationships? 
One promising methodological model, which I explore below, is the emerging 
interdisciplinary work on “bright spot ecology.” 

Bright Spot Methodologies
With emerging theoretical frameworks on positive anthropology, the next ques-
tion is which anthropological methods and research approaches may best elu-
cidate notions of happiness, wellbeing, and joy. Most cultural anthropologists 
use ethnographic research methods in their work, drawing from participant 
observation, interviews, archival research, oral histories, and discourse analy-
sis. Participant observation is particularly predominant among ethnographic 
methods. !is practice involves immersing oneself in the daily lives and prac-
tices of the group they are researching. Sometimes referred to as “deep hanging 
out,” the method aims to gain in-depth, more qualitative understandings of the 
interwoven social, cultural, material, and phenomenological facets of a place.27 
Ethnography excels at foregrounding the experiences, voices, and narratives of 
others—especially of people and groups often overlooked. 

Ethnographic methods also, however, may struggle to produce “generaliz-
able” knowledge about social relationships outside of the narrow focus of study. 
For example, throughout the course of #fteen years of participant observation 
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work with Malagasy farmers, I have gradually come to understand more about 
how people in the region where I work articulate, understand, and enact ideas 
of the “good life.” I would be uncomfortable, however, extrapolating these 
ideas to other parts of Madagascar, or indeed to other countries. 

!is predilection towards a narrow focus, as well as the convention in an-
thropology of not collaborating with other researchers, may make it di"cult 
for anthropologists to recognize broader patterns between speci#c places and 
localized theories. Such patterns would include those between various sites that 
exhibit sustainable environmental trends. Drawing such comparative insights 
without losing the richness and embeddedness of ethnography requires mobi-
lizing research methods that balance in-depth qualitative analysis with broader 
shared analytical frameworks. 

In developing such approaches, there are some existing models to look to. 
One is the socio-ecological framework developed by the Nobel-prize winning 
economist Elinor Ostrom. Perhaps best known for her work on common pool 
resources, Ostrom asks what conditions support long-term stewardship of re-
sources, despite individual pressures to do otherwise.28 

An additional methodological model for positive anthropology comes from 
the natural sciences, and the emerging work on “bright spot ecology.” Broadly, 
this research analyzes a large number of case studies for any given ecosystem, 
such as tropical forests or coral reefs. From this sample, researchers identify 
the places that exceed expectations for markers of ecological health, such as 
high levels of biodiversity. !en, while working with social scientists, ecologists 
consider these “bright spots” along with the places that are struggling to meet 
healthy ecological markers. !ese research teams work to identify common-
alities among “bright spot” clusters and hypothesize the social and ecological 
factors that foster environmental well-being. 

For example, one seminal “bright spot” study published in the journal 
Nature compiled data from 2,514 coral reef ecosystems in 46 countries.29 Ecol-
ogists measured the stocks of #sh for each reef, and then correlated these results 
with social and environmental factors including land tenure, proximity to mar-
kets, #shing technologies, the presence of mangroves, and incidents of environ-
mental shocks. !e authors identi#ed the places where environmental health 
exceeded two units of standard deviation and labeled them “bright spots”—or, 
the coral reef systems that most strongly de#ed expectations. !ey were not the 
most biodiverse reef ecosystems per se, but the places where things were work-
ing better than predicted. Many of these coral reef bright spots, surprisingly to 
ecologists, occurred in places near human settlement, and not, as was initially 
assumed, in places most removed from human communities. !e authors next 
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collaborated with social scientists to identify forms of governance or cultural 
practices that helped to foster “bright spot” environments. 

Work in bright spot ecology o$ers anthropologists and other scholars sev-
eral compelling components to build from. !is approach takes a nuanced 
stance that moves beyond the stark dichotomies of classifying ecosystems as 
either pristine or degraded; it does not seek to identify the elusive “perfect” 
environment, but rather the places that are doing better than expected. It con-
ceptualizes ecosystems as places where both humans and non-humans form 
communities together. Methodologically, bright spot research integrates col-
laboration across the natural and social sciences, using the strengths of each 
#eld to generate a more holistic understanding of landscapes dynamics. !e 
model also leaves room for researchers to be surprised by what they learn, and 
to adjust their questions and methods accordingly. 

What may a similar model for “bright spot ethnography” look like? I can 
envision such a model actualized across several scales. First, ethnographers 
could work within larger bright spot ecology teams to collect the in-depth 
knowledge that enriches understandings of the motivations, histories, politics, 
and meanings behind collective environmental action. !e authors of the coral 
reef study speci#cally call for this type of research in order to gather “detailed 
site level information on social and institutional conditions… that are sim-
ply not available in a global-scale analysis.”30 Anthropologists could also form 
“bright spot teams” with other anthropologists working in similar landscapes 
in di$erent geographical regions, with each person collecting ethnographic 
data to later bring together for analysis. Or, in any given bright spot region, 
anthropologists could work in collaborative teams with other anthropologists, 
as well as with people from across the social sciences, natural sciences, and hu-
manities. For each of these options, bright spot ethnography can incorporate 
participatory research approaches, partnering with local residents to formulate 
research questions, gather data, and analyze results.31 

Collectively, bright spot ethnography can further our understandings of 
what supports thriving human and non-human systems. !is research pro-
gram is not meant to excuse injustice, nor to gloss over the urgent social, en-
vironmental, and existential challenges we face. Instead, it notes the complex 
relationships between humans and non-humans, which have the capacity both 
to harm and to heal. 

!ings that Work and Do Work
Recently, I was invited to lead a workshop for a large development agency in 
Madagascar. Speaking with the director, he noted that anthropologists seemed 



BRIGhT SPOT EThnOGRAPhy

43 Vol. 8(1) | Summer 2021

quite vocal in their critique of development initiatives, including not taking 
matters of culture more seriously. He turned to me and said, “Well, here you 
are, so tell me—what do you think I should do with all of this funding, here 
in Madagascar?” I replied with a few comments. When I #nished, he looked at 
me for a moment and replied, “You just told me all the things that I shouldn’t 
do. Can you tell me something that I should do?” It turns out, I couldn’t—not 
really. 

Months later, this exchange lingers in my mind. I #nd it telling for various 
reasons. First, I realize I have been very well-trained at critique—at pointing at 
the things that do not work—but that I remained uncomfortable with iden-
tifying more positive relationships for addressing the urgent human and envi-
ronmental challenges we face. In many ways, my training re%ects the broader 
trajectories of anthropology and environmental studies, with their leanings to-
wards cases of su$ering, failure, and despair. 

It is a bias I #nd myself replicating in my own courses in anthropology and 
environmental sustainability as I pass syllabi laden with cases of failure to my 
students. !ese cases are of course important to teach. Yet, I also see students 
who begin the term bright with inspiration that withers as the weeks progress 
and they become overwhelmed with bad news. Bright spot ethnographies can 
o$er them some examples of hope in a seemingly bleak global landscape. !ey 
can model examples of how anthropologists and others can help make things 
better. !ere are indications that students are yearning for more positive mod-
els, as evidenced recently when a course on happiness became the most popular 
class at Yale University.32 

Engaging with both ethnographies of struggle and examples of “things that 
work” can increase anthropology’s relevancy in the rapidly unfolding conver-
sations, policies and strategies in sustainability. Indeed, the strengths of ethno-
graphic inquiry make anthropologists, and other qualitative researchers, highly 
suited to o$er nuanced and meaningful contributions to shaping this work. By 
not taking an active role in on-going conversations, or training students how 
to do so, the vital insights of anthropology may become overlooked, along with 
its diversity of stories, meanings, and ideas. In my particular case, I learned 
that the new Madagascar director advocated for projects that I found to be 
problematic on several fronts. However, in forgoing my own opportunity to 
contribute, did I also forgo my right to critique?

My hesitation to focus on “things that work” speaks as well to my discom-
fort that such a position will run counter to one of the core commitments of 
anthropology: centering the stories and voices of systematic oppression, social 
marginalization, and environmental degradation.33 Yet, in one sense, analyz-
ing “things that work” expands upon anthropology’s goal of destabilizing en-
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trenched and unequal relationships of power. While narratives of crisis succeed 
in motivating action, this action often takes a particular structure, namely that 
there exists a pressing crisis; that my research will help to understand it; and 
that this understanding will help inform interventions to #x it.34 !is formula-
tion has supported vital work in times of acute need. It also, however, reinforces 
particular pathways of power. Under these models, information %ows from ex-
perts centered in privileged academic spaces and outwards towards “others.”35 
!ese groups are imagined in need of help, interventions, and outside forms 
knowledge that will “#x” their problems.36 !is power dynamic carries echoes 
of colonialism. It is also infused with a degree of hypocrisy—a point not lost 
on me as I %y halfway around the globe, hailing from a country renowned for 
consumption and waste, to teach Malagasy smallholder farmers how to better 
tend to the earth. 

Bright spot research can help to %ip this problematic dynamic. It is an ap-
proach that highlights places not to change them, but to learn from them. In-
deed, proponents of bright spot research in ecology state that they hope to “use 
bright spots as agents of change to expand the conservation discourse from the 
current focus on protecting places under minimal threat, toward harnessing 
lessons from places that have successfully confronted high pressures.”37 !e in-
terventions supported by such research focus not on changing things in distant 
places, but rather in spaces closer to home—in our communities, our families, 
and our own individual practices. !is is quite a profound shift of power.

Turning attention to places and people who thrive while being attentive 
to states of happiness and moments of joy can enrich anthropology in other 
ways as well. More broadly, anthropology seeks to understand the experience 
of being human, which encompasses a rich emotional array from struggle to 
triumph. Indeed, anthropology sets a strong example of empathizing with the 
su$ering of others—a practice that aligns with the Buddhist concept of mett!. 
It can continue to work on a complementary goal, referred to in Buddhism as 
mudit!, of learning to be joyful in the joy of others. Together, such practices 
open up deeper insights into the nature of human and nonhuman relationships 
of being.

In calling for analytical attention to “things that work,” I use the word 
“work” deliberately, to underscore that to keep things going well takes consid-
erable, on-going e$ort. States of well-being are not default individual states, 
but rather complex social, political, historical, and cultural productions. !is 
work often encompasses the forms of invisible labor embodied in everyday acts 
of mindful care. Understanding and appreciating this work can o$er construc-
tive paths forward, as we learn from places of regeneration and healing: the 
biodiverse coral reef ecosystem; the thriving civic community; and the region 
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that de#es deforestation.38 Done well, these stories confer power to people and 
places more often regarded as sites of intervention, rather than as models to 
emulate. Indeed, in times of such overwhelming narratives of crisis and despair, 
paying #ne-grained attention to “things that work”—to the people and places 
that defy expectations—may just qualify as a radical act.
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