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To my late father, who never saw the man I became.

And to his mother, who did so much to make me the man I am.
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Introduction

Say not, ‘I have found the truth,’ but rather, ‘I have found a 
truth.’

Kahlil Gibran, The Prophet

I had to learn the hardest way. But it didn’t have to be like 
that.

That’s what this book is about.
It is a book that seeks to understand why what I went 

through on my own journey from poverty to privilege was 
necessary. It is a form of therapy, but, more importantly, I 
hope it is a way for me to pass on what I have learned along 
the way. It contains a world about which most people know 
very little; but for many people like me the reality of it was 
– and still remains – remarkably unremarkable.

My name is Hashi Mohamed Hashi. I was born in Kenya 
to Somali parents and my name follows the tradition of 
Somali names in which, instead of having surnames, you 
list a series of forenames that trace your lineage back to 
your clan forefathers: Hashi was my grandfather’s name, 
which is why it appears twice. I come from a nomadic, 
oral tradition, in which historical records were preserved 
through poetry and in the memory of generations instead 
of on parchments and vellum: relatives often claim to ‘meet 
you’ at your seventh or eighth listed name, tracing back 
many generations. My father had little formal education 
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and left his family to seek his fortunes in Kenya in the late 
1970s. A few years later, he met my mother, a divorcee with 
six children from her previous marriage, who had come 
to Kenya alone in 1980 to seek a new beginning. She was 
never formally educated and has never learned how to read 
and write. She and my father had another six children, five 
of whom survived and of whom I am the second. There has 
never been a point at which all of my siblings have lived in 
the same place at the same time. Again, for many people 
like me this is quite normal.

Thirteen years after my parents met, the Somali state col-
lapsed following a brutal civil war. The whole of my family 
still remaining in Somalia was uprooted and rendered 
stateless in Kenya. At the same time, my father died in a car 
crash in Kenya, and I ended up in North West London with 
some of my siblings. Our mother had stayed behind.

I was nine years old.
Today, twenty-five years later, I am a barrister and broad-

caster – and now, as you read these words, I am an author, 
too. This was, frankly, a very unlikely outcome. I grew up 
in some of the most deprived areas of London, attended 
failing schools (when I bothered to turn up at all) and 
was raised exclusively on state benefits. With the benefit 
of full scholarships, I went on to study law and French at 
the University of Hertfordshire, do a postgraduate degree 
at St Antony’s College, Oxford, and soon after took a Bar 
School vocational qualification from City Law School. At 
twenty-seven, I became a member of the Bar of England 
and Wales, and a lifetime member of The Honourable 
Society of Lincoln’s Inn – one of the four Inns of Court, 
established in 1422, to which barristers belong. I practise 
out of N05 Chambers, the largest set of chambers in the 
country, specialising in planning and environment law, and 
commercial litigation.
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I say all this not to boast, but because mine has been the 
unlikeliest of journeys; and even from the inside it is hard 
to understand what shaped and powered it. The trajectory 
for most of my siblings and family has been very different, 
and yet I have had no discernible advantage over any of 
them. I am left to wonder ‘why me?’

It was partly in search of answers that, in April 2017, 
I made a radio documentary for BBC Radio 4 entitled 
Adventures in Social Mobility. The documentary charted 
my journey from arriving in the UK as a young unaccom-
panied child refugee, to becoming a barrister practising in 
England and Wales. Though the programme was short, the 
issues I touched upon, the lessons I picked up along the 
way, the people I met and the challenges I had overcome 
seemed to strike a chord with many people. Parents wrote 
to tell me how encouraging my broadcast was to them as 
they worked out how best to raise their sons. Teachers con-
fided to me that they had been unsure about whether they 
were doing the right thing, unsure about their efforts and 
how much of an impact they were making. It was reassur-
ing to know that they found something to take away from 
the story that I told. Men shared with me intimate details 
about what it meant for them to have grown up without 
a father. At one point, not knowing who I was, someone 
at a party recommended ‘an incredible podcast about 
social mobility’ to me. I was inundated with messages and 
invitations to discuss the issues at schools, at community 
centres and at various institutions. It was both humbling 
and daunting when people spoke to me as though I could 
explain how to navigate journeys that many before me had 
struggled to complete, as if I had the map to the Promised 
Land.

Just after the documentary aired, Private Eye ran a 
cartoon depicting two men in a pub. One is an older 
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gentleman with silver hair, formally dressed, nursing what 
looks like a gin and tonic. He offers: ‘Yes, I was listening 
to a documentary about social mobility on Radio 4.’ The 
response from his younger, shaven-headed companion, 
who is casually dressed, has a beer in front of him and a 
bemused look on his face, is: ‘What’s Radio 4?’ I realised 
that, if I really wanted to make a difference, I should find 
a way to bring this story to a much wider audience. What 
the cartoon pointed out was that the people who were 
most affected by the lack of social mobility in Britain, 
despite the number who had been in touch with me, were 
not necessarily the ones I was reaching. To put it bluntly, 
the demographic that listens to Radio 4 documentaries 
about inequality are perhaps the least affected by it. But 
it also touched on an essential truth about social mobility: 
that is, what one group considers essentially familiar, part 
of the furniture of everyday life, can to someone else be 
entirely foreign. We just don’t know what we don’t know 
about how others live in our own country.

My story is also, like all life stories, unique. It is not a 
template or a blueprint. With such specific and individ-
ual twists and turns, how could it be? Instead, by explor-
ing my own journey so far, I hope to answer a simple but 
important question: what does it take for you to do better 
in life and improve on what was accomplished by those 
who came before you? As you read this book, I hope that 
your starting point is not as difficult or as marked with 
grief and struggle as my own; but I hope that you’re able 
to connect with some of what I describe in these pages. 
I recognise the need to tell this story to young people: 
never underestimate the power of seeing someone who 
looks like you – someone with whom you share a similar 
background, someone whose struggles you may relate to – 
occupying a place where you hope to be one day. Perhaps 

People Like Us.indd   4 08/11/2019   15:44



introduction

5

most importantly, I recognise that very few people are in 
a position to tell this story as I can. And unless you have 
been there, experienced the difficulties and struggle and 
disillusionment of a journey from the bottom to the top, 
what can you really say about the matter?

* * *

It also felt to me that such a book was timely. Always 
obsessively interested in matters of class, British society 
seems suddenly awake to the fact that, in the last decade 
or so, social mobility has entered a state of paralysis. Three 
weeks before I signed my contract for this book, the entire 
board of the government’s own Social Mobility Com-
mission resigned, apparently in despair at a lack of gov-
ernment commitment to solving any of the problems it 
had been set up to investigate. ‘I have little hope of the 
current government making the progress I believe is nec-
essary to bring about a fairer Britain,’ was the parting shot 
of its chair, Alan Milburn. Hardly a day goes by without 
a deluge of articles about school exam performances, the 
rising number of children living in poverty, or the shock-
ingly small number of Black and Minority Ethnic (BAME)* 
students offered places at Oxbridge. We are frequently 
reminded of the domination of the top professions by a 
small minority of people who are privately educated; the 
ways in which privilege is maintained through an effort-
less natural order of the well connected and well educated. 

* The designation BAME (Black and Minority Ethnic) is somewhat 
problematic, given the fundamental inadequacy of any collective 
term for so many distinct communities. However, it continues to be 
used widely by government departments, public bodies and across the 
media, and I have retained it here.
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It can sometimes feel as if one mentoring programme a 
week is born out of a well-intended desire to help, but the 
execution can often be misguided or cack-handed – and 
ultimately likely to do more harm than good. Employers 
and companies are keen to highlight their latest ‘diversity 
and inclusion’ initiatives; but while they may move the dial 
at the entry level, albeit slightly, it’s often a very different 
story a few years down the line, or in the upper reaches of 
the organisation.

This concern is justified: Britain is a deeply divided 
nation. After twenty years of improvement, poverty levels 
are on the rise again. Social mobility has flatlined. The 
upper reaches of our industries and institutions are scle-
rotic and riven with privilege: ‘a closed shop at the top’, 
as the Social Mobility Foundation put it.1 Only 7 per cent 
of the British population attend independent fee-paying 
schools. And yet in my own profession, 71 per cent of bar-
risters have attended independent schools, and only 29 per 
cent are state educated. Although only 1 per cent of the 
population is educated at Oxbridge, 78 per cent of the Bar 
attended those universities.2 It is not a coincidence that 
these worlds mirror each other so closely, with barristers 
able to move seamlessly from one stone-built, green-
lawned ‘quad’ to the next, their colleagues and mentors 
people who have glided through the same ancient institu-
tions, with remarkably similar mindsets and outlooks.3

The military recruits nearly three-quarters (71 per cent) 
of its officers from the privately educated. Over half (51 
per cent) of journalists were educated at independent 
schools, as were 61 per cent of senior doctors, despite 
medicine having traditionally attracted a wider spectrum 
of society.4 In government, 49 per cent of MPs attended 
private schools, and, at the time of writing, 64 per cent of 
the cabinet did (with 36 per cent attending private schools 
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and Oxbridge).5 What is it about these schools that appar-
ently leads to a much more successful life in modern-day 
Britain? What precisely is holding back the 88 per cent 
of our population, who are currently educated at compre-
hensive schools, from these top positions in society? This 
book is partly an attempt to understand how, and why, we 
find ourselves in this shocking situation in a society like 
Britain, which claims to value fair play and opportunity 
for all. It is important to be clear that my own story marks 
me out as an anomaly in terms of social mobility. In many 
ways, the part of this book that draws on my own experi-
ences is a series of truly unlikely events over which, at the 
beginning, I had no control, but which have shaped my life 
and the man I am today.

It is a story of hope and despair, tragedy and trauma, 
luck and ambition; a story of death and survival. It is about 
what it means to arrive in Britain with little understanding 
of the culture, the language, the political context, or really 
anything at all. It is a story of navigating through all of 
this, of the sustained resilience required, and of the deep 
search for meaning amidst the suffering and indignities. 
It explores how I have ended up where I am today, at the 
time of writing, working in one of the elite and ancient 
professions, and supposedly now part of the ‘establish-
ment’. So, yes, this is a book about social mobility and how 
to dream of a different destiny, but it is also about life, 
choices and opportunities, or lack of them. Above all, it is 
a story which continues to unfold and which (I hope) has 
its longest chapters yet to be written.

* * *

The term social mobility can mean different things to dif-
ferent people, depending on the context. It’s often held up 
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as an ultimate good: a reward for ‘strivers’, ambitious hard 
workers, the deserving poor. It can carry negative conno-
tations: accusations of naked ambition, of climbing the 
greasy pole, disowning your ‘heritage’ and ‘culture’ for the 
promise of a better life or higher position in society. In 
purely sociological terms, it relates to the particular move-
ment of the social position of groups or individuals when 
compared to a defined starting point. These movements 
are usually assumed to be upwards, but they could just 
as easily be downwards. In the UK, the conversations are 
typically defined in class terms. People talk about having 
‘working class’ roots or might identify as ‘middle class’ 
compared to their parents or grandparents. The definition 
of social mobility therefore tends to revolve around the 
socio-economic status of parents compared to their chil-
dren – or, put bluntly, are you doing better than the previ-
ous generation? An indication of ‘moving up the ladder’ 
might be home ownership, traditionally considered to be 
a marker of middle-class status (though that is becoming 
less and less typical), but it could also be being the first in 
your family to have gone to university.

Sociologists often use the terms ‘absolute’ and ‘relative’ 
mobility. Put simply, absolute mobility can relate to the 
significant changes in the living standards of a society 
as a whole, and any movement is judged against how far 
someone has come from their parents’ starting point. An 
example of a change in absolute mobility would be the 
major social shifts that occurred after the Second World 
War, where the percentage of people with higher (or sig-
nificantly improving) incomes, or professional positions, 
markedly increased. The post-war shifts were primarily a 
result of society being in flux, allowing for more move-
ment in income distribution and the narrowing of inequal-
ity, rather than, for example, the proliferation of grammar 
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schools, as is often suggested. Crucially, absolute mobility 
is not a zero-sum game. In theory, it allows for society as a 
whole to improve. If there is an increase in opportunities 
and an expansion of top-end jobs, then the people at the 
top get to stay there and there are more places for those 
seeking entry.6

Relative mobility is the more commonly used term, and 
it is what politicians are talking about when you hear them 
discuss social mobility. It refers to the degree to which you 
can predict how far someone is likely to go in life, depend-
ing on their starting point. For example, if your mother 
held a minimum-wage, unskilled job and never went to 
university, and you are a doctor with a postgraduate degree, 
earning a six-figure salary, you have experienced significant 
relative social mobility. Relative mobility is a zero-sum 
game: it assumes that there are a finite number of places ‘at 
the top’, that the best-positioned members of society will 
flourish, and that the remainder will stay where they are – 
or move downwards. As one wealthy mother, who wanted 
her children to get into a prestigious school in Highgate, 
put it to a friend of mine who was tutoring her children: 
‘It is not enough for my children to succeed. The children 
of other parents also have to fail.’

This is the dark truth behind social mobility, which is 
rarely verbalised: in our current society, not everyone will 
– or can – ‘make it’. The many parents who desperately 
want to see their children get on in life, or even just main-
tain their position in society, know that to do so they will 
need an edge over others. In this book, while my main aim 
is to try to map out a different future, one that takes us 
away from these definitions and depressing realities, it is 
impossible to ignore these facts. Therefore, when I refer 
to my own story and my journey, I am talking about rela-
tive mobility. When attempting to think about the bigger 
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picture, however, and what governments can do to create 
the right opportunities in both school and in employment 
in order to access more opportunities ‘at the top’, I will be 
referring to absolute mobility.

Almost everyone you speak to believes in upward social 
mobility; how could you not? No one can disagree with the 
proposition that your talent and hard work should take 
you as far as it can in life. Yet in order to really believe in 
this idea, we must confront its opposite: downward mobil-
ity. While some parents may work hard to better the lives 
of their children, other parents work just as hard to ensure 
that their children do not ‘regress towards the mean’.7 
They pay for private education. They hand over flat depos-
its. They fund their offspring when, as new graduates, they 
take on the unpaid internships that are the gateway to 
many industries – and they get out the address book to 
see who could help Sophie or Oliver get their foot in the 
door of their chosen career. To that end, to borrow a phrase 
coined by former government adviser Richard Reeves, they 
construct a ‘glass floor’ below which their children cannot 
fall. This is the missing and unspoken link in this whole 
debate. It is for this reason that it is critical to understand 
that, without fundamental social change, when we buy 
into this idea of relative social mobility we have to be pre-
pared to accept the consequences, namely that there will 
be movement downwards as well as upwards.

We also need to look at how we measure social mobil-
ity. For too long, we’ve viewed it through the prisms of 
class structure and material wealth, or through the per-
sistent British obsession with measuring people’s worth 
through metrics like the school you went to, the accent 
you speak in, or the part of town you grew up in. What 
does personal and institutional progress increasingly look 
like in modern-day Britain? In some ways, my own story 
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is a classic tale of relative social mobility: my parents were 
barely educated and, by any standards, badly off. I went to 
university, I have a high-status, lucrative job and I own a 
house. Is the ideal situation one in which everyone follows 
my example? No – I am lucky in that my particular set 
of talents and skills allowed me to flourish at university 
and in an ‘elite’ professional field. Not everyone is suited to 
being a barrister. And nor would everyone want to be one.

The truth is that we have idealised a particular standard 
towards which people should be aiming: the round hole. 
Despite the fact that people come in all shapes and sizes, 
we are constantly forcing individuals – through our school-
ing system, culture, parenting and expectations – into 
the standard round hole. The idea that each child’s ambi-
tion (almost certainly set by someone else), is to become 
a doctor, a lawyer, an accountant, or whatever other nice 
middle-class career looks like progress, must be revisited – 
and the measure against which we judge ‘success’ and what 
it means to have ‘made it’ must also be re-examined. This is 
not to undermine the ambition or aspiration of those who 
do want to enter those professions (and unless they are 
supported in their attempts we will be leaving the arena to 
the few who dominate it today). Instead, we must find new 
ways of motivating our children to work harder, to aspire 
to discover what they’re good at and enjoy, in so far as it 
is possible, otherwise we will only set them up for failure.

True social mobility, in fact, may involve changing the 
way in which we value and remunerate jobs. The column-
ist and author Owen Jones has argued that, as a society, we 
should pay more attention to the social worth of working-
class jobs, with the aim of improving the pay and condi-
tions of those workers, instead of obsessing over a kind 
of social mobility that will only elevate a few individuals 
while leaving an unfair system in place.8 Social mobility, 
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he thinks, is a busted flush: ‘It’s the idea of creaming off a 
small minority of able working-class kids and catapulting 
them into the middle classes. You accept the class system, 
merely offering ladders for some to escape the bottom.’ 
It’s a position I agree with: but I also think that if we’re 
waiting for the class system to be dismantled then we’ll 
be waiting a long time. This book will also offer advice 
for young people trying to make it right now, and who are 
dealing with the system as it is rather than as it could be.

In fact, there is a tension running throughout this book. 
On the one hand, I want to advise those beginning their 
social mobility journey about the best way to deal with the 
world as they find it. But I also don’t want to pretend that 
that world is anything other than imperfect, unfair and 
unpredictable. Succeeding within it means both learning 
its rules and learning to bend them. We should never be 
content with the status quo, for we know how inadequate, 
unjust and excluding it is; but it’s also true that you will 
be much better placed to change things from the inside, to 
make a difference to someone just like you one day, than 
if you stand on the outside simply waiting for the world 
around you to change. You will be unnecessarily sacrific-
ing yourself for little reward. Don’t be a martyr, but don’t 
let go of the burning desire for change, be mindful of the 
power that you do have. This is my view and I am comfort-
able with it. Make your own decision and be content with 
it; anything else would only make you feel resentful.

* * *

Education is often cited as the answer to the social mobil-
ity problem. It is true that any successful society must 
seek to educate its population to be literate and numer-
ate, to broaden people’s minds and prepare them for the 
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