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Bias in the Middle East
“Days of Rage” by Sharyn Vane, in American Journalism Review (July–Aug. 2002), Univ. of
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A tidal wave of indignation hit news
organizations last spring—angry e-mails,
phone calls, letters, even boycotts. The com-
plaint: bias against Israel (or, in the minori-
ty view, in favor of Israel) in coverage of the
latest violence in the Middle East. “It’s more
continuous and more intense than I’ve ever
seen it,” said beleaguered National Public
Radio ombudsman Jeffrey Dvorkin, who
received some 9,000 furious e-mails
between March and May.

“People have bristled at everything from
word choices to story play,” with failure to
cover rallies (pro-Israel, usually) an especial sore
point, notes Vane, books editor of The Austin
American-Statesman. In Minneapolis, some
350 readers of the Star Tribune, including the
state’s highest elected officials, objected to
the paper’s refusal to describe Palestinian
“suicide bombers” as “terrorists.” A letter
writer from an editor of B’nai B’rith’s Inter-
national Jewish Monthly complained that

To many critics, urban sprawl is like land-
scape pornography: They know it when they
see it, and they know where to look for it. Or
do they? According to Rybczynski, a profes-
sor of architecture and urbanism at the
University of Pennsylvania, those who decry
sprawl as irresponsible growth and liken its
haphazard and aggressive patterns to cancer
may be guilty of misdiagnosis.

Conventional measures of population den-
sity—the number of inhabitants per square
mile—largely confirm conventional notions of
sprawl: Older metropolitan areas such as New
York and Chicago sprawl the least, while
cities in the South and West sprawl the most.
But the picture changes when one takes into
account how land is actually used.
Metropolitan areas contain surprising
amounts of acreage that is devoted to parkland
or can’t be developed, such as mountain
slopes and wetlands. Using a 1997 U.S.
Department of Agriculture study of urban-
ized land (land used commercially, residen-
tially, or recreationally), Rybczynski draws a
“radically different” portrait of sprawl. Los
Angeles, with 5,318 people per urbanized
square mile, is the most densely populated
city in the United States, followed closely by
New York, Miami, and Phoenix. Philadelphia
ranks a surprising tenth, not far ahead of Dallas,

Houston, and least-dense Atlanta, which, with
1,818 people per urbanized square mile,
remains the “poster child” for sprawl. 

Moreover, U.S. Census Bureau data
tracking changes in the population density of
urbanized land from 1982 to 1997 yielded
unexpected results: In the old industrial
cities of the Northeast and Midwest, land
urbanization occurred at twice the rate of
population growth. Even though droves of
Americans flocked to western and southern
cities, land urbanization in those regions
actually proceeded at a slower pace than
population growth. New development was
actually more sprawl-like in the older met-
ropolitan areas.

So what’s behind sprawl? Disparities in
land costs and the rate of population growth,
argues Rybczynski. The localities consuming
the most land are in the slow-growing
Northeast and Midwest, possibly because
the existing compact city centers there stim-
ulate a greater demand for less-dense devel-
opment. Conversely, geographical and
water-resource constraints in the South and
West have tended to restrict the amount of
land available for development, and thus
contributed to higher land costs. What real-
ly may be bothering the public, Rybczynski
suspects, is not sprawl but rapid growth. 
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