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‘ity’ or ‘ism’? 
by David Friend 

“What is the difference between an 
‘ity’ and an ‘ism’?” 

As I grow older, age has lent me time to consider matters 
which some regard as pedantry. I enjoy reading and writing in 
grammatically correct English; although I’m told that I’m not 
always good at deciding what is correct and what is incorrect.  
Pondering some of the oddities or apparent inconsistencies in 
the language we use every day I came across a strange 
possible anomaly which I’d like others’ comments on.


The great philosophies in the world, particularly those 
associated with religious belief, are generally defined as an 
‘ism’. The following list is not by any means exhaustive, but 
illustrates the point. Atheism, polytheism, Judaism, 
Mohammedanism, Hinduism, Buddhism, Zoroatrianism, 
Humanism, Communism. 


As a matter of fact, I try to follow the teachings of Jesus Christ 
in a belief system called Christianity - a worldwide religious 

belief with ‘ity’ rather than ‘ism’ as its tail-piece. What is the difference between an ‘ity’ and an 
‘ism’?


Fowler, an acknowledged expert in the structure and grammar of the English language, certainly 
in the 20th Century, gave us the following comment.  


“Roughly, the word ending in -ity usually means the quality of being what the adjective 
describes, or concretely an instance of the quality, or collectively all the instances; and the 
word ending in -ism means the disposition, or collectively all those who feel it.” 

I’m not sure whether this actually helps, but perhaps a couple of other illustrations could display 
the apparent differences.
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Humanism is defined as “a belief system based on the principle that people’s spiritual and 
emotional needs can be satisfied without following a god or religion.”  Humanity, on the other 
hand, is defined as “people in general”.


Communism is defined as “the belief in a society without different social classes in which the 
methods of production are owned and controlled by all its members and everyone works as 
much as they can and receives what they need.” 


Community, however, is defined as “the people living in one particular area or people who are 
considered as a unit because of their common interests, social group, or nationality.”


My question still arises. Why am I not a believer in Christianism rather than a believer in 
Christianity? Conversely, why are those who believe in Zoroastrianism not believers in 
Zoroastrianity?
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