
 “Sometimes an individual 
has a major influence on so-
ciety by being the right per-
son at the right place at the 

right time. Beate Sirota-Gordon is one such per-
son.”  In partnership with Washington University 
and Maryville University, the Japan America Soci-
ety of St. Louis and the Japan America Society 
Women’s Association of St. Louis brought Mrs. Si-
rota-Gordon to St. Louis, where she spoke to a 
packed auditorium about her role in the remark-
able events that ultimately enhanced the lives of 
all Japanese women. Seated in an armchair, she 
spoke informally, eloquently, and powerfully, shar-
ing pre -and post- World War II experiences that 
found her in the room where the Constitution of 
Japan (enacted in 1947) was to be written. She was 
not only the right person for the immense chal-
lenge laid before her in post-World War II Japan,  
we discovered on the evening of April 16 at Wash-
ington University,  she was (and is) an extraordi-
nary person.     
 
Her biography links her to 3 continents and to 
some of the most important events of the 20th cen-
tury.  The daughter of internationally renowned 
pianist, Leo Sirota, a Russian Jew, her family fled 
revolution in Russia to Vienna.  Amid the backdrop 
of escalating   European Nazism, her family immi-
grated again to Japan at the invitation of the Impe-
rial Academy of Music in Tokyo.      

Growing up in Japan, Mrs. Gordon spoke fluent 
Japanese – adding it to at least 5 other languages 
she could also speak. The Sirota home offered a 

salon to artists, dancers, and musicians, represent-
ing a breadth of European and Japanese traditions- 
both ancient and contemporary. Foreigners and 
Japanese alike found her family’s home an artistic 
refuge as turmoil brewed outside its walls. Imagine 
the difficulty of any European maneuvering an es-
sentially closed culture, where suspicion of outsid-
ers, especially Westerners, governed daily life. 
Then imagine a female European teenager with 
Jewish roots who - whether by choice or circum-
stance - found herself traversing a culture that 
largely embraced centuries old feudal patterns.  
Curiosity about this interloper may have eclipsed 
suspicion. Young Beate’s intellect, cultural under-
standing and persistence, allowed doors on Japa-
nese family life to open. Regardless of wealth or 
social class, she witnessed firsthand the powerless-
ness and virtual servitude of Japanese women.   

Graduating from the American high school in To-
kyo at age 16, again amid Nazism and militancy in 
Japan, her parents sent her to Mills College in the 
US in 1938. Mills was a woman’s college and its 
president was a feminist.  As a biographer notes – 
“she again learned about women's rights, women's 
wrongs, and the discrimination women faced.”  
Perhaps women in Japan and women in the U.S. 
shared much in common?    
  
Another thread linking Beate Sirota-Gordon to St. 
Louis is that soon after the war her father accepted 
a position at the St. Louis Institute of Music which 
was then affiliated with Washington University.  A 
frequent visitor to St. Louis, she became friends 
with several of his students who later taught music 
at Maryville University.     
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   The Constitution of Japan 

      Promulgated on November 3, 1946 
      Came into effect on May 3, 1947 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                                                                    
         
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: Prime Minister’s Office at: http://www.kantei.go.jp/foreign/constitution_and_government_of_japan/
constitution_e.html 

Childhood experiences in Japan set the stage for 
arguably most significant event for Beate Sirota 
when she entered Japan as the first civilian U.S. 
woman after the war.   Brought in as a translator at 

age 22, General MacAr-
thur requested her to 
join his committee to 
help draft Japan’s con-
stitution.  She wrote 
Article 24, which pro-
vided equal rights of 
husband and wife.  
Even more consequen-
tial, she wrote Article 
14, which provided 
equality under the law 
regardless of “race, 

creed, sex, social status, or family origin.”  Despite 
concerted attempts to alter these provisions, the 
articles remain the legal foundation for women’s 
rights in Japan.  Dating from 1947, Japanese 
women have more rights than those currently 
granted to women under the U.S. Constitution.  
Updating her audience, Mrs. Gordon also thought-
fully addressed issues regarding the backlash to 
women’s rights globally and the assaults on Article 

9 that renounces war or force to settle interna-
tional disputes. If Article 9 is revoked, she fears it 
may open a “Pandora’s Box” that could undermine 
Articles 14 and 24 and unravel the legal guarantee 
for gender equality in Japan.      
 
It is clear that the influence of this extraordinary 
woman is not abated.  Read more about Beate Si-
rota-Gordon in The Only Woman in the Room: A 
Memoir. (Kodansha America Press, 1997).  It was a 
pleasure to welcome her back to St. Louis.  
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Note: Opening quote and selected facts from 
“Sunshine for Women”  
www. pinnet/~sunshine/whm2001/gordon 

Article 14. All of the people are equal under the law and there shall be no discrimination in politi-

cal, economic or social relations because of race, creed, sex, social status or family origin. 

Peers and peerage shall not be recognized.  

No privilege shall accompany any award of honor, decoration or any distinction, nor shall any such 

award be valid beyond the lifetime of the individual who now holds or hereafter may receive it. 

Article 24. Marriage shall be based only on the mutual consent of both sexes and it shall be main-

tained through mutual cooperation with the equal rights of husband and wife as a basis. 

With regard to choice of spouse, property rights, inheritance, choice of domicile, divorce and other 

matters pertaining to marriage and the family, laws shall be enacted from the standpoint of indi-

vidual dignity and the essential equality of the sexes. 

CHAPTER III 

RIGHTS AND DUTIES OF THE PEOPLE 
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