
What Is the Difference Between a Fruit & a Vegetable? 

 
Fruits and vegetables are commonly confused. The technical differences between them are 

clear. Scientifically speaking, a fruit is a matured ovary of a flower that has seeds. A vegetable, 
on the other hand, is any other edible part of a plant such a root, leaf or steam. From a 

culinary point of view, however, the differences between fruits and vegetables are much more 
complicated. 

 

 
What Is the Difference Between a Fruit & a Vegetable? 
What Is a Fruit? 

 
 

According to the Merriam-Webster Dictionary, a fruit is "the usually edible reproductive body 
of a seed plant; especially one having a sweet pulp associated with the seed." In other words, it 

is the edible part of a plant derived from a flower. Fruits are nature's instruments used to 



spread seeds. Containing high amounts of fructose, most fruits are sweet. Thus fruits include 

apples, oranges, tomatoes, pumpkins, nuts, squash and pears. 
 

What Is a Vegetable? 
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Vegetable tray 
Vegetables are herbaceous plant parts. They are the parts of the plant that are not fruits and 

can be used for eating. These parts include the root, leaf or stem of a plant. Some vegetables 
are radishes, carrots, broccoli, celery, garlic, onion, cabbage, potatoes, yams, lettuce and 

rhubarb. 
Fruits Thought to be Vegetables 

 



Avocado and tomatoes 

Some fruits that are commonly thought to be vegetables are tomatoes, cucumbers, avocados, 
squashes, olives, peapods and peppers. 

 
Technical vs Culinary Definitions 

 
Woman harvests rhubarb 

Despite the technical differences between fruits and vegetables, many fruits are treated as 
vegetables by cooks. Culinarily speaking, fruits are supposed to be sweet with seeds, and 

vegetables are any other plant products that are not sweet. Culinary vegetables include 
rhubarb, tomatoes, squash and peppers. Nuts, though technically fruits, are considered 

neither fruit nor vegetable in the culinary sense. 

 
Neither Fruit nor Vegetable 

 
Assorted mushrooms on cutting board 

There are some plants that are neither fruit or vegetable. These include bananas and 
mushrooms. Bananas, for example, are herbs. Mushrooms are fungi. 

 



 

 

"fruit" and "vegetable" are defined differently depending on whether you're a gardener or a chef. 

Dead center of the overlapping region sits the tomato. So, why is it a fruit, and why is it a 

vegetable? 

Botanically speaking, a fruit is a seed-bearing structure that develops from the ovary of a 

flowering plant, whereas vegetables are all other plant parts, such as roots, leaves and stems. 

By those standards, seedy outgrowths such as apples, squash and, yes, tomatoes are all fruits, 
while roots such as beets, potatoes and turnips, leaves such as spinach, kale and lettuce, and 

stems such as celery and broccoli are all vegetables. 

The outlook is quite different in culinary terms, however. A lot of foods that are (botanically 

speaking) fruits, but which are savory rather than sweet, are typically considered vegetables by 

chefs. This includes such botanical fruits as eggplants, bell peppers and tomatoes. 

The fruit vs. vegetable debate can sometimes reach such a fever pitch that the law must step 

in.  In the 1893 United States Supreme Court case Nix. v. Hedden, the court rule 
unanimously that an imported tomato should be taxed as a vegetable, rather than as a (less 

taxed) fruit. The court acknowledged that a tomato is a botanical fruit, but went with what 
they called the "ordinary" definitions of fruit and vegetable — the ones used in the kitchen.  

 


