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Freedom of choice: 7 top Linux
desktop environments
compared
Unlike with Windows or OS X, there are numerous desktop
environments available for Linux, sporting wildly different
looks and capabilities.

Linux is all about choice, and choosing a distribution
(http://www.pcworld.com/article/2947333/operating-systems/the-best-linux-distributions-
for-beginners.html) is only the first step. Linux distros usually have a default desktop
environment, but there are a slew of desktop environments available to use. Heck, Ubuntu
alone offers nine official alternate “flavors”
(http://www.pcworld.com/article/2916299/heres-whats-new-in-7-ubuntu-1504-offshoot-
flavors-from-kubuntu-to-ubuntu-mate.html) with different desktop configurations.

None of these desktop environments is better than another. They have different aesthetics,
functionality, and features. They may perform better or worse on different hardware. Only
you can decide which you prefer.

Curious? Here’s a run-down of some of the most popular Linux desktop environments.

Want to stay up to date on Linux, BSD, Chrome OS, and the rest of the
World Beyond Windows? Bookmark the World Beyond Windows column
page (http://www.pcworld.com/column/world-beyond-windows/) or
follow our RSS feed (http://www.pcworld.com/blog/world-beyond-
windows/index.rss).
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Unity is Ubuntu’s own desktop (http://www.pcworld.com/article/2030132/the-ubuntu-
guide-for-displaced-windows-users.html), developed by Ubuntu for Ubuntu. No other
Linux distributions have adopted Unity.

This represents Ubuntu’s vision of what a desktop should look like, and it’s a bit different
from traditional Windows desktops. One of Unity’s most interesting features is “scopes
(http://www.pcworld.com/video/49065/hands-on-with-ubuntu-phones-swipe-centric-
scopes-interface.html),” which allow you to search for different types of content on the
web and your local computer from the “dash,” which lists your installed applications. This
is one of the headline features of Ubuntu for phones
(http://www.pcworld.com/article/2909902/forget-flash-sales-the-first-ubuntu-phone-is-
now-available-to-buy-all-the-time.html), too. Unity also has some other unique features,
like the “ HUD
(http://www.pcworld.com/article/248665/ubuntu_linuxs_new_hud_interface_will_do_away_with_menus.html)”
that allows you to search for a program’s menu options and activate them right from your
keyboard.

Ubuntu's Unity desktop with Dash open.

While a lot of experienced Linux users complain about Unity, it’s still a polished desktop
environment anyone can get used to.

Unity’s detractors tend to dislike the lack of configurability. The Unity launcher bar always
sits on the left side of your screen and can’t be moved. The window buttons (minimize,
maximize, and close) sit at the top-left corner of each window—like on a Mac—and can’t
be moved. Unity has seen little change over the last few years, but the Ubuntu project is
nearly ready to unleash a massive change with the convergence-optimized Unity 8
(http://www.pcworld.com/article/2920672/ubuntus-unity-8-is-prepping-for-phone-pc-
convergence-but-still-has-a-long-way-to-go.html) for both phones and desktops.

Unity is only available as part of the main Ubuntu desktop
(http://www.ubuntu.com/desktop).

GNOME 3
Ubuntu once used an older version of the GNOME desktop, as most popular desktop
Linux distributions did. But, with the shift from GNOME 2 to GNOME 3 and the GNOME
Shell desktop, Ubuntu decided to go its own way. GNOME hasn’t given up, though.
GNOME Shell has improved dramatically and won over former detractors
(http://www.pcworld.com/article/2691192/how-gnome-3-14-is-winning-back-disillusioned-
linux-users.html). Even users who prefer a more traditional desktop environment can get it
via GNOME’s classic mode (http://www.pcworld.com/article/2032800/gnome-3-8-delivers-
more-privacy-and-a-new-classic-mode.html). GNOME is also fully configurable with
extensions.
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The GNOME desktop in Fedora Workstation.

Unity and GNOME are actually fairly similar, and use a lot of the same applications. Both
desktop environments make use of your 3D graphics hardware for fancier effects. GNOME
3.16 added a centralized notification center
(http://www.pcworld.com/article/2903141/gnome-316-is-here-with-reimagined-
notifications-and-visual-upgrades-galore.html), pulling past Unity in functionality. Thanks to
its extensions, GNOME is also more configurable than Unity.

Fedora Workstation (https://getfedora.org/en/workstation/) uses the latest version of
GNOME as its default desktop, which makes it a good place to see GNOME in action.
Debian uses GNOME as its default, too, but Debian 8
(http://www.pcworld.com/article/2914585/debian-80-jessie-is-out-and-even-microsoft-is-
celebrating.html) offers a slightly older version of GNOME.

KDE Plasma 5
Traditionally, KDE and GNOME were the biggest desktop environments available for Linux.
The GNOME desktop has now splintered into GNOME, Unity, Cinnamon, and MATE, but
the KDE project is still going strong. The Plasma 5 interface is more polished
(http://www.pcworld.com/article/2842962/kubuntu-15-04-embraces-kdes-plasma-5-
desktop.html) than ever.

KDE has always been much more configurable than GNOME and GNOME-derived Linux
distributions. Whether this is a good thing depends on the user. Some revel in having many
options available, while others consider all those options clutter and prefer GNOME’s
minimalist approach. KDE has definitely become less overwhelming with time, however—
all of that power is often hidden behind sensible defaults.
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KDE in Kubuntu.

Using KDE is actually very different from using Unity, GNOME, Cinnamon, or MATE. Those
desktop environments all use similar GNOME applications built with the GTK toolkit. KDE
has always been built on Qt, and it has its own suite of applications to go along with it. Any
application can run on any desktop, but these applications are more at home and
integrated on the desktops they were designed for.

Download Kubuntu (http://www.kubuntu.org/) 15.04 to get KDE Plasma 5. Most Linux
distributions offering KDE still offer the old KDE 4 environment.

Cinnamon
Cinnamon was originally built for Linux Mint, but it’s now made its way to other Linux
distributions like Ubuntu, Fedora, and Debian.

Linux Mint with the Cinnamon desktop.

This was originally a fork of GNOME 3, built on top of that modern code but reworked to
provide a more traditional desktop interface. Where GNOME abandoned a taskbar and
Start-menu-like interface for showing your installed applications, Cinnamon built its
desktop environment around those more traditional features. While GNOME strips out
features and options to simplify the desktop and Unity chases smartphones, Cinnamon
adds features and improvements for desktop users
(http://www.pcworld.com/article/2944048/linux-mint-17-2-launches-with-big-cinnamon-
and-mate-desktop-improvements.html).

Cinnamon will be most familiar to users who loved older Linux desktop environments, or
Windows users who never liked that new taskbar on Windows 7 and preferred the
traditional window list.

Try Linux Mint with Cinnamon (http://www.linuxmint.com/download.php) for the best
experience here.

MATE
MATE and Cinnamon are similar desktop environments—in fact, Linux Mint is available
with either the Cinnamon or MATE desktop environments. While Cinnamon took the
GNOME 3 code and forked it to create a more traditional desktop, MATE took the older
GNOME 2 desktop code and began updating it to continue working on modern Linux
distributions. It’s made its way from Mint to other Linux distributions like Fedora, Ubuntu,
and Debian.
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Linux Mint with the MATE desktop.

If you’ve ever used GNOME 2 in the past and missed it, this is the Linux desktop
environment for you. New users may be better off going with Cinnamon, which is a
traditional-style desktop built on more modern code. However, older computers may
perform better with MATE 2. If you have issues with performance on Cinnamon and you
want something similar, give MATE 2 a try.

Unlike more modern desktop environments, desktop effects requiring 3D acceleration
aren’t activated by default on MATE. But it’s now become easy to enable Compiz and get
those visual effects on a MATE desktop (http://www.pcworld.com/article/2851078/linux-
mint-171-finally-makes-mates-fancy-compiz-graphics-easy-to-use.html).

Use Linux Mint with MATE (http://www.linuxmint.com/download.php) for a solid MATE
experience.

Lxde

Lubuntu with the LXDE desktop.

Lxde currently takes the crown for lightweight-but-user-friendly desktop environments. If
you have an older computer you want to keep in the game, try Lxde on it instead of
modern Linux desktop environments that need more graphics hardware, CPU time, and
RAM to run properly. You won’t find fancy graphical effects here, but you get a basic,
lightweight desktop environment that lets you launch and manage your applications.

Try Lubuntu (http://lubuntu.net/) for a solid Lxde experience.
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Xfce

Xubuntu with the XFCE desktop.

Xfce is in a bit of a weird place right now. Traditionally, this was the primary third option
after GNOME and KDE. It was a bit more lightweight than KDE and GNOME. After GNOME
3 was released, Xfce became the top “traditional” Linux desktop environment.

Since then, Xfce has been squeezed from both ends. Lxde is just more lightweight.
Cinnamon is more full-featured. MATE is more fully featured and almost as lightweight at
this point. Xfce isn’t dead, but its development is moving slowly.

Give Xubuntu (http://xubuntu.org/) a spin if you’d like to try Xfce.

Mix and match
You can try another desktop environment by booting up a distro that comes with it. Or,
install a different desktop environment on your current Linux system and switch between
available desktop environments using the session option on the login screen. That kind of
flexibility is part of the beauty of Linux.

Speaking of, these are just the most popular Linux desktop environments you’ll hear about
—there are many, many more out there.
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