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What is a motto?  One dictionary definition reads: “a maxim adopted as a principle of behavior.”  
When Rotary was formed in 1905 on a firm principle of behavior, it had no motto.  But the actions of 
its growing membership soon molded not one, but two mottos.  In this anniversary month, the 
beginning of the 112th year of an idea and organization that has taken root in 200 countries and 
geographical regions around the world, let’s take a look at how Rotary’s mottos came into being. 

 

 

 

When in 1905 attorney Paul Percy Harris first created a Rotary Club in Chicago of the United States, 
he did not give any motto nor slogan to this new format of fellowship groups.  However, ROTARY has 
given people a practical technique for realizing many ideals of understanding and goodwill.  That 
technique is most simply described in the words “service above self” and “one profits most who serves 
best”. 

The first motto of Rotary International,《He Profits Most Who Serves Best》, was approved at the 

second Rotary Convention, held in Portland, Oregon, U.S.A., in 1911.  The phrase came from a 1910 
speech by a Chicago Rotarian, Arthur F. Sheldon, who said, “He profits most who serves his fellows 
best.”  At about the same time, Benjamin Franklin Collins, president of the Rotary Club of Minneapolis, 
Minnesota, U.S.A., commented that the proper way to organize a Rotary Club was through the principle 
his club had adopted: “Serve, Not Self.”  

Some years later the phrase《Service Above Self》was added and since then, on literature and 

stationery published by Rotary International, the two mottos have been used in combination.  These 
two slogans, slightly modified, were formally approved as the official mottos of Rotary at the 1950 
Convention in Detroit, Michigan, U.S.A.: 《He Profits Most Who Serves Best》and《Service Above 

Self》.  

The 1989 Council on Legislation established《Service Above Self》as the principal motto of Rotary, 

since it best explains the philosophy of unselfish volunteer service.  In 2004, the secondary motto was 
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changed to《They Profit Most Who Serve Best》— which gives a fair respect to both genders.  A 2010 

Council on Legislation resolution changed the official wording to《One Profits Most Who Serves Best》. 

Arthur Frederick Sheldon made the first Motto 

All Rotarians know of Paul Harris, the founder of Rotary – and Chesley R. Perry, first secretary of 
the organization and the creator of Rotary’s magazine.  But how many know anything about the other 
men who formed and developed Rotary International, gave it a program, its mottos, a service ideal, an 
ethical test of things we think, say, or do? 

One of those men was Arthur Frederick Sheldon, the Chicago Rotarian who coined the familiar 
Rotary phrase “He profits most who serves best.” 

Arthur was the founder of a business school in downtown Chicago.  By 1908, the year Arthur 
became a Rotarian, The Sheldon School was a thriving institution; many thousands of its graduates 
already were established businessmen in cities around the United States.  The Sheldon School taught 
the “science of salesmanship”; in truth, it taught much more, instilling in its students the importance 
of business ethics, the surest route to developing “permanent and profitable patrons.”  Arthur himself 
was gaining a wide reputation as a teacher, lecturer, and authority on building business and in grooming 
men for leadership. 

On the same evening in January 1908, Arthur and Chesley R. Perry became members of the Rotary 
Club of Chicago.  Few members of the world’s first service club, with the probable exception of club 
president Paul Harris himself, could have recognized that winter night as the historic Rotary occasion 
it later proved to be.  For one of these incoming members would become the first secretary of Rotary 
International and would found《The Rotarian》magazine.  The other would give the organization a 

maxim that would guide its course for decades.  “These two men,” Paul Harris observed later, “were to 
leave an indelible imprint upon the movement.”  

In his membership acceptance speech, Arthur gave Chicago Rotarians a hint of the philosophy that 
would strongly influence Rotary.  Two years later, in Chicago, at the first convention of the National 
Association of the Rotary Clubs of America, he delivered an eloquent speech embodying a phrase which 
would be quoted by Rotarians for years to come.  “The distinguishing mark of the 19th Century was 
competition … ‘dog-eat-dogism,’” Arthur told his listeners.  “The doctrine of trade was caveat emptor, 
let the buyer beware … In the 20th Century, the race [mankind] as a whole is approaching its maturity 
in intelligence … The light of wisdom is beginning to shine and the distinguishing mark of the 
commercialism of the 20th Century is to be cooperation … For only the science of right conduct towards 
others pays.  Business is the science of human service.  He profits most who serves his fellows best.” 

At the second national convention of Rotary clubs in Portland, Oregon, in August 1911, Paul Harris 
invited Arthur Sheldon to speak again.  Although he could not attend the convention, Arthur did submit 
a message.  When it was read by the secretary of the convention, it made a profound impression; 
delegates voted to print it in full in the convention proceedings. 

In the message《The Philosophy of Service》 , Arthur Sheldon reiterated his conviction that 

“business is the science of service” and refined to its present form his words: “He profits most who 
serves best.”  Thenceforth – although it was not officially adopted by a Rotary convention until 1950 – 
it became Rotary’s motto as well.   (Read the full article on Pages 5-8) 

Benjamin Franklin Collins: Service, Not Self 

On 22 August 1911, dawned clear and pleasantly warm in Portland, Oregon, and the Rotarians who 
had come there as delegates to Rotary’s second annual convention were delighting in a daylong outing 
on the Columbia River.  One of them, a wholesale fruit merchant from Minneapolis, Minnesota, named 
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Benjamin Franklin Collins, especially enjoyed the sumptuous picnic lunch, made up entirely of 
Oregon’s famous fruits and other native food products. 

After lunch Frank, who was president of the Minneapolis Rotary Club that year, “got to talking 
Rotary” with J. E. Pinkham, a member of the Seattle Club.  As the steamer Monarch reached the Cascade 
Locks and turned back, Frank outlined the things Minneapolis Rotarians were doing to “make Rotary 
attractive.”  He told how attendance at club meetings had improved since the regular monthly business 
meetings of the club’s earliest days had become weekly luncheon meetings instead, extending even into 
the lazy summer weeks of July and August. 

“In the organization of a Rotary Club there is only one way to start right,” Frank told his new friend, 
“and that is through the principle adopted by the Minneapolis Club and adhered to since its inception 
– Service, Not Self,” stuck in Rotarian Pinkham’s mind.  He invited Rotary founder Paul Harris, also a 
guest on the cruise, to come over and talk to Frank.  Paul was equally impressed and asked Frank to 
repeat his remarks to the Portland Convention next day.  Frank did and the Convention responded with 
enthusiasm, especially to that intriguing little phrase, “Service, Not Self.”   (Read the full article on 
Pages 9-12) 

Gradually, the phrase evolved through usage into “Service Above Self,” and in that form it became 
part of the Rotary lexicon.  Ultimately, along with another phrase, “He Profits Most Who Serves Best,” 
introduced by Chicago Rotarian Arthur F. Sheldon at the same Portland Convention, it would become 
one of the two slogans designated as Rotary mottos at Rotary’s 1950 Convention in Detroit, Michigan, 
U.S.A. 

 

 

When 2005-2006 Rotary International President Carl-Wilhelm Stenhammar (施當恆) selected 

Rotary’s long-standing motto, Service Above Self, as his year’s theme, he did so in the spirit of continuity.  
“I would like to be modern.  I would like to recycle, and I also want to promote continuity.  Therefore, 
I have chosen the best motto ever created for Rotary International … Service Above Self.”   

He found that Rotary’s tried-and-true motto made a fitting theme for the year in beginning a new 
century of Rotary service world-wide. 

Rotary Mottos Translated 

As Rotary’s official family grew and girdled the globe, these mottos found new expression in 
approximately a hundred different languages. 

Clubs formed among French-speaking peoples translated《Service Above Self》to read《Soyez 

Serviable Non É goïste》.   For most of the Spanish-speaking countries it was translated《Dar de Si 

Antes de Pensar en Si》.  《He Profits Most Who Serves Best》became《Se Beneficia Más el que Mejor 

Sirve》. 

The German-speaking Swiss Rotarian says《Dienen Geht über Eigenen Vorteil》for《Service 

Above Self》and《Wer Andern Dient, Nutzt Sich Selbst》for the longer motto. 

https://www.google.com.hk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjatc_kqpXUAhVIjJQKHYCrB5UQjRwIBw&url=https://www.emaze.com/@AOCRRQTF/3460%E5%9C%B0%E5%8D%80%E5%89%8D%E7%B8%BD%E7%9B%A3&psig=AFQjCNG4XqiFRZdQQPCgZaVCBtBAEuaQQQ&ust=1496155248161060
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Perhaps the most musical rendition of《He Profits Most …》is the unofficial Hawaiian translation 

which runs《E Hookauwa Aole No Ka Uka》.  This same motto became《Die Best Dient Vaart Best》
for Rotarians living in The Netherlands and other Dutch-speaking lands. 

While the mottos are not in popular usage in some countries of various languages, and despite 
occasional objection that the word “profit” may be misconstrued in translation, they have given 
thoughtful men in many nations a clearer understanding of the ideal of service. 

So various were the Chinese translations.  However, that clubs of the former 81st District 
standardized them into the accompanying versions, which appeared for many years in《The Pagoda》
bulletin of the Rotary Club of Shanghai (上海扶輪社).  The translation given by the Club to all other 

clubs in China and Chinese Rotarians with the mottos translated like this: 

 

Service Above Self = 大公無私       He Profits Most Who Serves Best = 利人即利己 

 

 

 

Today, the Mandarin translation provided by Taiwan Rotary as stated in the 2016 Edition of the
《Manual of Procedure》(2016年程序手冊) is in this manner: 國際扶輪座右銘 

 

Service Above Self = 超我服務 

One Profits Most Who Serves Best = 服務最多，收穫最大 
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