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If we go back to beginnings of rotary and to the remarkable moves that converted Paul Harris's idea into a world-wide community, we may find the ideas that will give us the clue as to how Rotary will survive and flourish in its second century.


I was recently reading Victoria de Grazia's 2005 book Irresistible Empire
.  The subtitle of the book is America's Advance Through Twentieth Century Europe.  The book contains many controversial and disputable statements.  This is inevitable, in a work that tries to paint the so-called "big picture".  Its thesis is that the social ethos of the United States of America in 1900 brought with it values and organisational practices that infused the mass production line with an egalitarian morality.


According to the author, it was no coincidence that Rotary International originated in the United States.  She points out that Alexis de Toqueville, who made so many perceptive comments about the Americans, declared that one obvious feature was the American "aptitude for association"
.  Whereas Europe was class-ridden, stratified, hierarchical and socially frozen, America, from the start, was a land of joiners.  


It was therefore no coincidence that Rotary developed in Chicago and Detroit, the first luncheon meeting being held on 23 February 1905.  In an economic environment where business was on the go and innovation was all the rage, a luncheon club was made to measure.  At first, Rotary was largely a club for white, Protestant, American males.  It filled a perceived emptiness in their social environment.  At first, it excluded from membership women, blacks and orientals
.  It brought together people in local districts with a mixture of individual talents and interests.  It avoided clashes with family values by holding meetings at lunch time rather than in the evenings
.  It tapped the Judeo-Christian charitable impulses that ran deeply in the American psyche.  


In fact, de Grazia claims that Rotary came to symbolise the American moral component just as Henry Ford had represented the mass production of the new age
.  The Protestant values of the time in America were reflected in a kind of Calvinist belief that social activism and help to the disadvantaged was a means for securing redemption by good works in this life
.  One advocate of those early days tried to explain the Rotary principle "service above self" as equivalent to a doctrine that "he profits most who serves best".  In time, this view of Rotary as a means of "profiting most" was regarded as inappropriate.  Service was supposed to have its own rewards.


What was most astonishing about Rotary was the rapid spread of this very American idea throughout the world.  The egalitarian attitudes might fit comfortably in other new settler societies like Canada, New Zealand and Australia.  But in European societies the firm handshakes, jocularity, use of first names, singing and male bonding were regarded, at first, with refined horror
.


Yet obviously, Rotary did not express solely American values.  Otherwise Rotary would never have become International, as it quickly did.  The first foreign club was formed in Winnipeg, Canada, within a decade of the establishment across the Great  Lakes
.  By 1916, it was agreed that Rotary could spread throughout the world.  It was the Canadians who brought the concept to Melbourne and Sydney in 1921.  By 1922, Rotary's first international meeting was held in Edinburgh.  Quickly, the idea took off in the German port cities which set up their clubs along lines similar to the Americans.  Coming as he did from middle America, Paul Harris could speak German.  He supported the German bridgehead into Europe.  And it did very well.


At first, there was suspicion in many Catholic countries that Rotary was a kind of American theosophism
.  Yet it was the British who were strongest in resisting American control and demanding local autonomy
.  They won.  De Grazia suggests that it is no coincidence that the number of Rotary Clubs in the world, about 30,000 today, roughly coincides with the number of McDonalds Golden Arches
.  She seems torn between cynicism about what she calls the "dab of cologne" that she felt Rotary lent to global capitalism, to give it the "odour of sanctity"
, and her genuine fascination with the astonishing proliferation of this organisation throughout the developed, and then the developing, world and the wonderful, practical things that its members did - often on an international scale, not otherwise achievable.


Of course, not all the moments in the history of Rotary International have been proud ones.  De Grazia describes the way, in Germany, the newly installed Nazis moved against Rotary, gradually insisting that all Jewish members be expelled
.  In a totalitarian state, or even one intolerant of diverse opinions, communal groups that permit ordinary people to meet and share freely-stated views, are intolerable.  De Grazia suggests that, whilst Rotary International would never tolerate the expulsion of members on the basis of their religion or ethnicity, for many years it went along with the "voluntary" resignations of Jewish members in Germany and Italy
 before, ultimately, District 73 was dissolved
.  Rotary faded in Europe until the War brought renewal after 1945.


But then it was renewed in Europe and the world.  The central ideas of Rotary are still compelling.  Its structure of Districts is decentralised.  That is a protection against rule from on high.  In the past, a similar decentralisation has been a strength of the diversity of my own religious denomination - Anglicanism - a Church, until now, of many mansions.  There is much to be said for allowing Rotary Clubs, within very broad limits, to do their own thing, to establish their own ethos and to adopt their own programmes.


Conviviality and just plain friendships has been another strength.  The male bonding and harmony singing may now be a thing of the past.  But finding enough common ground to bring people together regularly to think beyond their own purely selfish interests is the great notion lying at the core of Rotary.


The international character of Rotary, achieved so soon after its establishment, has been another core idea.  It long preceded the invention of jumbo jets, the Internet and all the other technology that now draws humanity together.  Rotary was into globalism before it became fashionable.


In today's world, we need more than a dab of altruistic cologne and "profiting most".  If the core notions that led to the original spread of Rotary International can be tapped, adapted and preserved, they are, I believe, ideas in harmony with the current age and the needs to which Australians must altruistically respond in this much blessed country.
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