
 

A brief history about the rotary 
T he w orl d ' s first serv ic e c l ub,  the R otary C l ub of C hic ag o,  I l l in ois,  U S A,  w as form ed  on  2 3  F ebruary 1 9 0 5  
by P aul  P .  H arris,  an  attorn ey w ho w ished  to rec ap ture in  a p rofession al  c l ub the sam e frien d l y sp irit he 
had  fel t in  the sm al l  tow n s of his youth.  T he n am e " R otary"  d eriv ed  from  the earl y p rac tic e of rotatin g  
m eetin g s am on g  m em bers'  offic es.  
R otary' s p op ul arity sp read  throug hout the U n ited  S tates in  the d ec ad e that fol l ow ed ;  c l ubs w ere 
c hartered  from  S an  F ran c isc o to N ew  Y ork .  B y 1 9 2 1 ,  R otary c l ubs had  been  form ed  on  six  c on tin en ts,  
an d  the org an iz ation  ad op ted  the n am e R otary I n tern ation al  a year l ater.  
As R otary g rew ,  its m ission  ex p an d ed  beyon d  serv in g  the p rofession al  an d  soc ial  in terests of c l ub 
m em bers.  R otarian s beg an  p ool in g  their resourc es an d  c on tributin g  their tal en ts to hel p  serv e 
c om m un ities in  n eed .  T he org an iz ation ' s d ed ic ation  to this id eal  is best ex p ressed  in  its p rin c ip al  
m otto:  S erv ic e Abov e S el f.  R otary al so l ater em brac ed  a c od e of ethic s,  c al l ed  T he 4 -W ay T est,  that 
has been  tran sl ated  in to hun d red s of l an g uag es.  

"Of the things we think, say or do: 

1. Is it the Truth? 

2. Is it Fair to all concerned? 

 3. Will it build goodwill and better friendships?                                                         

4. Will it be beneficial to all concerned?" 

D urin g  an d  after W orl d  W ar I I ,  R otarian s bec am e in c reasin g l y in v ol v ed  in  p rom otin g  in tern ation al  
un d erstan d in g .  A R otary c on feren c e hel d  in  L on d on  in  1 9 4 2  p l an ted  the seed s for the d ev el op m en t of 
the U n ited  N ation s E d uc ation al ,  S c ien tific ,  an d  C ul tural  O rg an iz ation  ( U N E S C O ) ,  an d  n um erous 
R otarian s hav e serv ed  as c on sul tan ts to the U n ited  N ation s.  
An  en d ow m en t fun d ,  set up  by R otarian s in  1 9 1 7  " for d oin g  g ood  in  the w orl d , "  bec am e a n ot-for-p rofit 
c orp oration  k n ow n  as T he R otary F oun d ation  in  1 9 2 8 .  U p on  the d eath of P aul  H arris in  1 9 4 7 ,  an  
outp ourin g  of R otarian  d on ation s m ad e in  his hon or,  total in g  U S $ 2  m il l ion ,  l aun c hed  the F oun d ation ' s 
first p rog ram  — g rad uate fel l ow ship s,  n ow  c al l ed  Am bassad orial  S c hol arship s.  T od ay,  c on tribution s to 
T he R otary F oun d ation  total  m ore than  U S $ 8 0  m il l ion  an n ual l y an d  sup p ort a w id e ran g e of 
hum an itarian  g ran ts an d  ed uc ation al  p rog ram s that en abl e R otarian s to brin g  hop e an d  p rom ote 
in tern ation al  un d erstan d in g  throug hout the w orl d .  
I n  1 9 8 5 ,  R otary m ad e a historic  c om m itm en t to im m un iz e al l  of the w orl d ' s c hil d ren  ag ain st p ol io.  
W ork in g  in  p artn ership  w ith n on g ov ern m en tal  org an iz ation s an d  n ation al  g ov ern m en ts thoroug h its 
P ol ioP l us p rog ram ,  R otary is the l arg est p riv ate-sec tor c on tributor to the g l obal  p ol io erad ic ation  
c am p aig n .  R otarian s hav e m obil iz ed  hun d red s of thousan d s of P ol ioP l us v ol un teers an d  hav e im m un iz ed  
m ore than  on e bil l ion  c hil d ren  w orl d w id e.  B y the 2 0 0 5  targ et d ate for c ertific ation  of a p ol io-free 
w orl d ,  R otary w il l  hav e c on tributed  hal f a bil l ion  d ol l ars to the c ause.  
As it ap p roac hed  the d aw n  of the 2 1 st c en tury,  R otary w ork ed  to m eet the c han g in g  n eed s of soc iety,  
ex p an d in g  its serv ic e effort to ad d ress suc h p ressin g  issues as en v iron m en tal  d eg rad ation ,  il l iterac y,  
w orl d  hun g er,  an d  c hil d ren  at risk .  T he org an iz ation  ad m itted  w om en  for the first tim e ( w orl d w id e)  in  
1 9 8 9  an d  c l aim s m ore than  9 0 , 0 0 0  w om en  in  its ran k s tod ay.  F ol l ow in g  the c ol l ap se of the B erl in  W al l  
an d  the d issol ution  of the S ov iet U n ion ,  R otary c l ubs w ere form ed  or re-establ ished  throug hout C en tral  
an d  E astern  E urop e.  T od ay,  1 . 2  m il l ion  R otarian s bel on g  to som e 3 0 , 0 0 0  R otary c l ubs in  m ore than  1 6 6  
c oun tries.  
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