
HONORARY DEGREE CITATION ~JACKASHLEY 

A catalogue of dates can be tedious; dates of birth, of battles; even, 

with respect, dates of the reigns of kings and queens. But, for the 

briefest of portraits of Jack Ashley, dates are of great significance. 

Perhaps we need not bother with his date of birth; being born is not a 

mark of distinction. We can best begin in 1937 when, having left school 

at the age of 14, Jack Ashley went to work in Widnes as a labourer, one 

cold, dark January morning, with a can of tea, sugar and condensed milk 

and a packet of bacon sandwiches "which had been lovingly prepared and 

wrapped in old newspaper by his mother." In that account, from his 

autobiography, the harshness and the warmth of his early working life 

are exemplified. For hammering corks into bottles of formic acid for 

l2/3d a week is certainly the rough end of industrial life. Yet what 

could be more delicious than a bacon sandwich, especially when prepared 

with such tenderness1 

In 1946, Jack Ashley embarked upon an educational journey, under-

taken by many eminent politicians and trade unionists before and since. 

He won a scholarship to Ruskin College Oxford and, thence, even-handedly, 

went to Cambridge, where his delight in debating and argument was evident. 
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The connection with stoke on Trent dates fram 1966 when, on March 31st, 

he was elected Member of Parliament for Stoke on Trent South. This greatly 

valued connection has been unbroken for 15 years. The stage was set for 

an eminent political career. By the end of 1967, he was totally deaf. 

Can anyone imagine the challenge of returning to the House of Commons 

"with curious eyes observing him", "unable to hear or to lip read" ? 

Surely, in the wrds of John Keats, this was the time when: 

'the sedge is withered on the lake 

and no birds sing.' 

That the challenge was met and mastered is now a matter of history. 

Jack Ashley is the first profoundly deaf person to have held office, not 

only as a member of parliament but as parliamentary secretary to 

Barbara Castle at the Department of Health and Social Security. 

To be blessed with toughness and resilience in the face of disaster 

may be in part attributable to a Merseyside inheritance. But, fifteen 

years before deafness struck, Jack had married Pauline. 

'Let me not to the marriage of true minds 

Admit impediments. Love is not love 

Which alters when it alteration finds 
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Their partnership has been of great significance in minimising the 

consequences of the disability. 

Two more dates and I am done. In 1970, through the unceasing efforts 

of Jack Ashley and other colleagues, the Chronically Sick and Disabled 

Persons Act became law, through a private members bill. It was the 

first legislation in this country specifically concerned with the 

provision of social services to the disabled. Although so much remains 

to be done, that Act stands as a landmark of social and political 

commitment to disabled persons. 

In the past decade, Jack Ashley has campaigned ceaselessly for those 

who, in his own words, have "no big battalions to fight for them", whether 

they be vaccine damaged children, battered wives or the babies of the 

third world Who may suffer malnutrition through the inappropriate sale 

of dried milk. It was said of another outstanding social reformer, 

Eleanor Rathbone, that "Ministers or Under Secretaries winced in terror 

as, 'benign yet menacing', she approached them." Jack Ashley belongs to 

an honourable tradition of persistence, even pugnacity, for worthwhile 

causes. Nearer home, pioneering scientific work at Keele University 
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on the disease of tinnitus, has been stimulated and encouraged by him. 

Tinnitus, in his own words, is " a thundering or roaring in the head" 

and. it afflicts him too. We are proud to be involved in such research. 

It could not be more fitting, therefore, that, in 1981, the 

International Year of Disabled Persons, we should wish to honour 

Jack Asbley. We respect him as our local member of parliament and as 

a distinguished politician. We also respect him as a man (and here 

the image of the terrier crosses my mind) whose tenacity and courage 

can be a source of inspiration to millions who bear the burden of 

disability. 

Olive Stevenson 

Professor of Soc ial Policy a.nd Socia.l Work 

July 1981 
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