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Abstract 
This paper analyzes the framing of Kudzu, a quick growing Asian climbing plant, by national 
and local newspapers. This invasive species has tormented the southeastern United States for 
decades but was once hailed as a hero for prevention of soil erosion. This study will examine 
articles from the New York Times and the Asheville Citizen-Times from 1900 to 2017 in order to 
better understand the historical framing of Kudzu and any recent changes in framing. This paper 
seeks to better understand how media have played a role in communicating the environmental 
benefits and consequences of an invasive species.  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The Framing of Kudzu in National and Local Newspapers 

 Pueraria montana, called “kuzu” in Japan, and more commonly known as kudzu in the 

United States, is often referred to as “the vine that ate the South.” This vine, brought over from 

Japan, has plagued the southeastern United States since the first half of the 20th century. What 

was once considered a thrifty and practical plant quickly engulfed everything in its path, leaving 

dark green seas of vines all throughout the South.  The history of kudzu in the United States has 

been rocky and the attitude toward kudzu has rarely been tepid; either it is a vicious villain 

taking over native vegetation and destroying structures, or it is a sustainable solution to a 

growing problem. 

 Cox and Pezzullo (2016) define framing as “the cognitive maps or patterns of 

interpretation that people use to organize their understanding of reality,” (p. 62). Agenda-setting 

is “media’s ability to affect the public’s perception of the importance of an issue,” (p. 13). Media 

outlets, in this case newspapers, use framing and agenda-setting to communicate issues. While 

some issues may be covered in a completely objective manor, most articles have some sort of 

frame which the publication responsible sets in order to communicate a specific stance. In this 

paper, the framing of kudzu in the New York Times and the Asheville Citizen-Times is analyzed to 

discover different attitudes in the publications’ agendas in regard to kudzu.  

 Different media outlets have covered the many issues surrounding this vine, but kudzu 

was not always vilified in the media and the current abundance of kudzu exists because 

Americans in the early 20th century thought planting it was a good idea. Articles from the New 

York Times and the Asheville Citizen-Times from the early 1900s to 2017 show the shift in 

attitudes toward kudzu and the different arguments either for or against it. This paper will 
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pinpoint the time when kudzu began to change from a good idea to a mistake and examine ways 

two different publications covered kudzu in news articles.  

 In analyzing two different approaches to a topic of interest, this paper will discuss the 

ways a newspaper from the North has chosen to speak about a Southern problem, as opposed to 

the ways a newspaper from the South has. In doing this, there can be an analysis about the ways 

trial and error can prove theories wrong, as well as the ways Northerners feel about issues in the 

South, compared to how Southerners feel about southern issues.  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Literature Review 

 Kudzu is one of the most well-known invasive species in the southeastern United States, 

infamous for eating the South. Recently new efforts for dealing with this troublesome plant have 

come into play in a rather avant-garde way; the vine that ate the south is now being eaten by 

Southerners. Those who are familiar with kudzu can spot it instantly; it engulfs buildings, power 

lines, bridges, vehicles, and anything else in its path. Its ruthlessness and rapid growing speed 

have caused problems for many Southerners who do not wish to be swallowed up by this 

unforgiving vine. Kudzu was introduced to the United States in the late 1890s as a way to control 

erosion, but because of its nonnative status, it quickly took over as an invasive species and has 

been eating everything around it ever since. Countless conservation efforts have been put into 

place to control kudzu but it persists regardless.  

 For decades the South has been plagued by kudzu. It is considered one of the most well-

known invasive plants in North America, and it is associated with the South by many people 

(Alderman, 2015). Covering over seven million acres of land in the southeast, this vine, which is 

part of the legume family, has been a consistent menace to the South since its introduction. It is 

considered a southern problem in America’s culture but kudzu growth has plagued northeastern 

states as well, and with a change in climates due to global warming, the vine could continue to 

flourish as temperatures rise (Alderman, 1998). While other invasive species exist in the South 

and more specifically in the Appalachian region of North Carolina, kudzu remains the most 

popular invasive plant and is a sort of poster child of invasive species in the South.  

 In 1876 the Centennial Exposition was held in Philadelphia. Along with various new 

objects being introduced to the ten million Americans in attendance, such as the telephone and 
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the typewriter, was a plant from Japan called Pueraria montana, or kudzu. Fans of kudzu 

appreciated its fragrant smell and were entertained by how fast it could grow. Farmers 

appreciated kudzu because it was a new plant food for livestock, and its roots caught onto soil in 

a way that could prevent erosion. The United States government saw all of its many positive uses 

and decided to promote the introduction of the vine into the American wilderness. Although the 

plant seemed like a good idea at first, its extremely fast growing rate of up to a foot per day in 

warm and humid conditions caused it to completely engulf anything in its path. One vine can 

grow to be one hundred feet long and a single root can weigh up to four hundred pounds. 

Kudzu’s leaves can turn to face sunlight, making it even easier to flourish. Despite countless 

efforts to remove this ruthless plant, nothing has been able to put an end to it (Stewart, 2009).  

 Kudzu comes from China and Japan, and in those countries it has a number of uses. As a 

relative of soybeans, alfalfa, and clover, it can be a nutritious snack (Stewart, 2009). Besides a 

food source, kudzu also has medicinal properties and it can be used to make clothes. Although 

the vine is a nuisance to Southerners, it is in high demand in Asian countries who cannot get 

enough of it; some companies have even purchased kudzu-infested land in the United States to 

use for other products. Efforts in the South have been made to see the good in this invasive 

species and appropriate its positive characteristics. The roots are high in starch which can be 

used for cooking, and its vines have strong fibers for fabric. Kudzu damages and removal have 

cost the United States an estimated $100 million-$500 million per year, but if small-scale 

removal and reuse begins to take place in communities where kudzu is in abundance, it can help 

save on the removal costs and provide new ways of nourishment (Motsinger, 2014). 
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 Along with food, medicine, and fabric, kudzu can also be used to make baskets, paper, 

rope, and lampshades. When used medicinally, kudzu can allegedly treat alcoholism, tobacco 

addiction, and upset stomachs (Barrows, 2017). It is also believed to cure hangovers and control 

blood pressure (Eskridge and Alderman, 2010), and along with culinary starch, its leaves can be 

fried for a delicious refreshment, and it can be turned into jelly. There is a largely negative 

reputation associated with kudzu but its overabundance in the southern landscape can be used for 

good. Local efforts to remove the vine can be costly because it takes multiple applications of 

herbicides to effectively eradicate the plant from areas it has infested. Eating, wearing, and 

otherwise using kudzu are the most sustainable ways to get rid of it because they are low in cost 

and its many purposes can come in handy (Barrows, 2017).  

 Many people have grown up in fear of kudzu, or at least grown up thinking it is 

inherently bad. Regulations have been put in place in various states to prevent and control kudzu 

growth. A law passed in Missouri in 2001 claimed it was the duty of all citizens of Missouri to 

get rid of the vine whenever it is spotted. Laws such as this one are made out of fear of the plant 

and its destructive tendencies, and further deem it as a pest (Eskridge and Alderman, 2010). 

Some efforts to appropriate kudzu for its positive uses have left people feeling apprehensive 

because the growing rediscovery of kudzu’s benefits could potentially encourage people to plant 

more kudzu rather than to get rid of it (Barrows, 2017). In 1997 U.S. Congress designated the 

vine as a Federal Noxious Weed, which has contributed to kudzu’s generally bad reputation seen 

by landowners, government agencies, and the general public (Eskridge and Alderman, 2010). 

Whether or not the invasive species’ existence in the South is completely positive or negative is 

still up for debate. 
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 When in a nonnative atmosphere, kudzu grows at a larger rate than when it is in a native 

environment. A study by Wang, Huang, Tian, and Ding (2014) concluded that the diameter of 

vine stems continues to grow in nonnative kudzu at a faster and more continuous rate than native 

kudzu. Nonnative kudzu covers a larger area above ground and has a lower resistance to to 

exterior factors. The combination of a lower resistance and a larger growing rate shows how 

damaging it can be in areas where it was never meant to exist. In 2010 Hickman, Wu, Mickley, 

and Lerdau examined areas with a large amount of nonnative kudzu. They observed an increase 

in nitric oxide emissions as a result of the kudzu population, which can cause poor air quality. 

They concluded that kudzu, when in an nonnative setting, can actually pollute the air, which can 

be troublesome considering the already decreasing quality of air from other pollutants and the 

imminent threat of global climate change.  

 Originally deemed the “Savior of the South,” kudzu saved large amounts of land from 

erosion and eventually covered up areas that had been ruined by the over-cultivation of peanuts 

and cotton (Lunsford, 2017). Eventually it became the “vine that ate the South” because it did its 

job a little too well. Now there are polarized opinions about this pesky vine because it has so 

much to offer despite the destruction it has caused along the way. Some detest the plant because 

it negatively affects air and vegetation but others embrace its healing and nourishing properties. 

There is a large rift between the two ways of seeing kudzu but both sides agree something should 

be done with the plant. Citizens are lobbying for tax incentives to encourage private landowners 

to become educated on invasive species on their properties and efforts to promote sustainable 

forestry have been made (Hornthal, 2014). The following research questions were used to guide 

this study. 
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 RQ: When did media start to vilify kudzu, rather than support it? 

 RQ2: Is kudzu still a relevant newspaper topic? Why? 

 RQ3: Do media coverage of kudzu emphasize negative attributes over positive ones? 

Methodology 

 The data analyzed for this paper is quantitative. 135 articles from the New York Times and 

the Asheville Citizen-Times from the early 1900s to 2017 mentioning kudzu were examined as 

research. The majority of articles published within that timeframe were looked at to gain a 

general idea of the public’s opinion of kudzu in different years. Articles from both publications 

released at roughly the same time were compared to see the similarities and differences in their 

coverage. Articles from the earlier part of the timeframe were compared to later news stories and 

the rise use of “kudzu” as a commonly used word in American vernacular were studied.  

 The New York Times archive and Newspapers.com were used to search for articles 

relating to kudzu. The first article of the 20th century from either publication to mention kudzu 

was August 7, 1910, and the last article to date mentioning kudzu was March 17, 2017. All 

articles examined were within those dates to construct a full view of media’s coverage of kudzu 

as its rise in popularity began. Language used to describe kudzu, reasons it was mentioned in 

articles, and the dates of publication were examined.  
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Findings 

 Through the analysis of roughly 65 articles from the Asheville Citizen-Times and 70 from 

the New York Times, a basic picture of the two outlets’ framing of kudzu over the past century 

was gathered. The following research questions were addressed to gain a better understanding of 

the publications’ various agendas surrounding kudzu. 

RQ1: When did media start to vilify kudzu, rather than support it? 

 All of the early articles from the 1910s to the 1960s are in explicit support of kudzu. The 

first article from either publication to have a different attitude was from the Asheville Citizen-

Times on December 1959 (“SCH OK’s $10-Million”), where it mentions the vine’s overgrowth 

onto state highways. Other subsequent articles mention kudzu as an annoyance but the first one 

to definitively vilify kudzu is from the same publication on September 6, 1972 (Kudzu: the 

Indians Can Have It). There is an earlier article from October 1, 1967 where kudzu is mentioned 

as a destructive plant but the overall tone is ambivalence (Emerson). The 1972 article 

inaccurately attributes kudzu to India, but it is an official air of grievances against the plant, 

deprecating the rapid growth that was once appreciated.  

 The New York Times’ first mention of kudzu as a bad thing was on June 11, 1974 (Ayers). 

Previously the Times had mentioned its abundance in the South but had generally only mentioned 

it as something to plant in yards to create shade quickly. The 1974 article is the first one from 

this publication to demonize the plant and designate it as a problem. While the Asheville Citizen-

Times was the first to mention kudzu’s downsides, the New York Times’ article was a more in-

depth analysis of kudzu’s prevalence. Both publications had a history of encouraging the planting 
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of kudzu up until this point. Before these articles, kudzu was advertised as a cheap and quick 

way to decorate gardens in many issues of the New York Times’ Gardens section.  In the 

Asheville Citizen-Times kudzu was often mentioned as a a cheap source of food for humans and 

livestock, and a practical way to prevent soil erosion, especially during the time of the Great 

Depression. 

  

RQ2: Is kudzu still a relevant newspaper topic? Why? 

 In the South kudzu is relevant because it is still rampant in many areas. Northern concern 

with kudzu is increasing because, with the rise in temperatures due to global climate change, 

kudzu is traveling further north where it once was too cold to grow. The last article to mention 

kudzu was from the New York Times on March 17, 2017 (Haskell), where it claims kudzu is 

heading to New York, although the Asheville Citizen-Times first mentioned warmer temperatures 

causing kudzu to spread in the North on December 9, 1989 (Associated Press). 

Figure 1 
New York Times article from 1919.

Figure 2 
New York Times article from 1974.
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 Since kudzu’s initial vilification there have been a few articles in each publication that 

have come to the defense of kudzu, supporting its multiple uses which can be taken advantage of.  

On April 5, 1978 the New York Times published an article about kudzu’s edible nature, and it 

included recipes for dishes with kudzu as an ingredient (Ayers). The Asheville Citizen-Times’ 

first article to re-celebrate kudzu was an opinion piece from October 19, 1981, where its good 

characteristics were examined (Krochmal). Since then there has been an ongoing debate about 

whether or not kudzu is a good thing or a bad thing. 

 Kudzu’s nonnative status is acknowledged as a negative aspect but its abundance is 

praised. The New York Times has fewer articles discussing kudzu, as the vine is not as prevalent 

in the North. Many articles in the Asheville Citizen-Times have addressed local efforts to 

repurpose kudzu. On November 1, 1993 a story on the front page mentioned its alleged ability to 

cure alcoholism (Associated Press) and on November 2, 1993 the New York Times published an  

Figure 3 
New York Times article from 1978
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article about the same topic (Dicke). Since then, both publications have made efforts to advertise 

its positive uses. A majority of the Asheville Citizen-Times’ recent articles about kudzu have 

mentioned local figures who host workshops on ways to use kudzu. 

Figure 4 
Asheville Citizen-Times front page from 1993

Figure 5 
New York Times article from 1993
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RQ3: Do media coverage of kudzu emphasize negative attributes over positive ones? 

 The earliest mentions of kudzu are good. Articles encourage people to plant it for 

ornamental purposes in the New York Times and the Asheville Citizen-Times urged farmers to 

plant it as a soil reclaimer, and as food for humans and livestock. There is no implication that 

Americans had any ill will toward kudzu until the late 1950s when the Asheville Citizen-Times 

began to hint that Southerners were not in favor of it being planted and an article from November 

30, 1962 labeled it as an “undesirable weed,” ($15.2 Million In Road Jobs OK’d). 

 After kudzu was revealed as harmful, many of the word’s mentions in articles from the 

New York Times in the ‘70s and ‘80s are not in articles about kudzu, but would use “kudzu” as a 

way to describe things that spread rapidly, whether it was other invasive species in the United 

States, or in a metaphorical sense, like in an article from June 21, 1981 that said, “The conviction 

that the coal industry and the miners' union are strangers to their joint constituency has been 

growing this spring faster than the kudzu vines that cover new highway cuts through the 

Appalachian hills,”(Franklin) (fig. 6). 

 The general association of kudzu with the South that the New York Times implicated 

labels it a Southern thing, almost synonymous with the South. Coinciding kudzu with the South 

has given it a reputation as a Southern problem, which it is, but in doing so, the New York Times 

negates to acknowledge its earlier publications which extensively encouraged the planting of 

kudzu in gardens, and since warmer temperatures have caused kudzu to migrate, it is a Northern 

problem as well. 

 Articles from the Asheville Citizen-Times promoting workshops about kudzu can help 

change the plant’s reputation as a downright nuisance to a useful vine and a majority of the 
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articles published since 2014 have been about the appropriation of kudzu. The last article about 

kudzu from the Asheville Citizen-Times was published on March 10, 2017 (Lunsford), and it is 

titled “Could a plant that ate the South be its savior?” None of the recent articles mention 

kudzu’s downsides. 

 

Figure 6 
New York Times article from 1981 Figure 7 

New York Times article from 1978

Figure 8 
Asheville Citizen-Times article from 1997 
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Discussion 

 Kudzu was mentioned as a good thing in the Asheville Citizen-Times and the New York 

Times until the mid-1970s. Until the 1950s kudzu was advertised as a savior for farmers, as well 

as sunny porches. After the 1970s kudzu is infamously referred to in literal contexts, as well as 

figurative ones. Many articles of various topics mention kudzu when talking about something 

that spreads quickly, or when the South is brought up. A majority of contemporary articles 

struggle with what to do with all of the kudzu that plagues the South and constant efforts to 

reconstruct kudzu’s reputation have been made over the last century.  

 Most articles that mention kudzu after the 1970s suggest it is commonly known and 

commonly synonymous with the southeastern United States, whether in its culture or appearance. 

After the 1990s not many articles list its downsides, and articles expressing its helpful uses have 

become more prevalent after decades of vilification, which suggests the general public is aware 

of kudzu’s negative attributes and news of interest pertaining to the vine addresses its other 

aspects.  

 Kudzu would have most-likely become well-known as a nuisance without media 

coverage because its rapid growth is a widespread phenomenon that is especially apparent in the 

South. While the plant did not need media to further convince the public to hate it, necessarily, 

because it seems people began to hate it before newspapers began to report on kudzu’s negative 

qualities, the articles addressing its positive uses may have played a role in kudzu gaining more 

acceptance from people. Regardless of how media portray kudzu, it is still excessive, especially 

in the South, and if it begins to spread even more as temperatures rise, more areas in the United 

States will begin to feel its impact. 
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 Analyzing more newspapers would be helpful in gaining a bigger picture of media’s 

portrayal of kudzu, but gaining access to newspaper archives is difficult. Once access is gained 

for archives, there is still a lengthy process to sift through articles because many before the 1970s 

are not transcribed as text and one must read the whole scanned image of the original newspaper 

page to find the specific places where kudzu is mentioned in the articles. If the process were not 

as time consuming and archives for publications were easier to find, it would be helpful to have 

more than two perspectives on the media’s coverage of kudzu. 

 The vine that ate the South is arguably one of the most controversial plants in the United 

States. Once it was a perennial savior, but now its stands for all things Southern and invasive. It 

is a truly Southern Gothic vine, as it was a good idea gone horribly wrong, resulting in decades 

of expenses dealing with the destruction it caused. Whether or not media outlets choose to 

designate it as a hero or a villain, as long as it remains inescapable in the Southern summers, it 

serves as a reminder of humanity’s foolish desire to meddle with the natural order of the planet. 
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