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Herb or Spice? Understanding the Difference 
Herbs and spices are both used to enhance 
the flavor of food, but they come from 
different parts of plants and have distinct 
characteristics. Understanding the differences 
between herbs and spices can help us 
appreciate their unique qualities and how 
they contribute to the culinary world. 

Herbs are derived from the leaves of plants 
and are typically used fresh or dried. They 

have a mild flavor and aroma, which makes them ideal for adding freshness and 
depth to dishes. Common culinary herbs include basil, parsley, cilantro, thyme, 
and rosemary. Herbs are often used in cooking to flavor soups, stews, sauces, and 
salads, as well as to garnish dishes for visual appeal. 

In contrast, spices come from other parts of plants, such as the seeds, bark, roots, 
or fruits. Spices tend to have a stronger flavor and aroma than herbs, and they 
are often used in smaller quantities to add depth and complexity to dishes. 
Common culinary spices include cinnamon, cloves, cumin, ginger, and paprika. 
Spices are used in a variety of cuisines around the world to season meats, curries, 
rice dishes, and baked goods. 

One key difference between herbs and spices is how they are used in cooking. 
Herbs are typically added at the beginning or middle of the cooking process to 
infuse dishes with flavor, while spices are often added towards the end to preserve 
their aromatic oils and prevent them from becoming bitter. Additionally, herbs are 
often used in larger quantities than spices due to their milder flavor profile. 

Another difference is how herbs and spices are stored and preserved. Herbs are 
often used fresh or dried, with dried herbs retaining their flavor and aroma for 
several months when stored in a cool, dry place. Spices, on the other hand, are 
usually sold in dried or ground form and can be stored for longer periods without 
losing their potency. Whole spices, such as cinnamon sticks or whole cloves, can 
be ground fresh using a spice grinder or mortar and pestle for maximum flavor. 

Despite these differences, both herbs and spices play important roles in cooking 
and are valued for their ability to elevate the flavor of food. Whether used 
individually or in combination, herbs and spices add depth, complexity, and 
richness to dishes, making them essential ingredients in cuisines around the world. 

 


