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No one took him seriously, he was seen as a buffoon. 
Yet he was on the winning side with Brexit in 2016 and 
then triumphed in the December 2019 legislative 
elections. Boris Johnson is the UK’s new strongman. 
And he is radically altering his country, leaving an 
indelible mark on it – for better or for worse.  The 
British people and Europe’s future for the next ten 
years hang on to this eccentric, sad clown’s decisions.

Summary
“I am more likely to be beheaded 
by a Frisbee or reincarnated into 

an olive than I am to become 
Prime Minister. ”

Boris Johnson, in French (2013, on the set of 
FranceTV)
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A subtle blend of Kennedy, Kardashian and Monty 
Python, British Prime Minister Boris Johnson defies 
expectations. With a comfortable majority for five 
years and the opposition in shambles, the years 2020 
and 2021 look to be pivotal for him and his country. 
For better or for worse.

Since 1945, the United Kingdom has undergone 
two major historical shifts: the invention of the 
welfare state at the end of the war and the wave of 
liberalization led by Margaret Thatcher from 1979 
onwards. With the exit from the European Union 
and the coronavirus forcing a strong comeback of 
state regulation, will 2020 mark a third major turn? 
Behind his jester’s mask, will Boris Johnson rise to the 
occasion or lead his country to ruin? Is he, at heart, 
the United Kingdom’s gravedigger; or the redeemer 
of British greatness?

While the film will mainly cover the most recent 
developments, we will segue into the political, 
journalistic and sometimes personal history of 
the man to better inform his political choices and 
decisions today.

To feed this narration, we will rely on three types of 
stories:
- footage shot with political actors close to Boris 
Johnson and his family;
- interviews with those who surrounded him 
politically, those who fought against him, and 
political scientists;

- political archives, mainly contextual, historical, 
personal.

We wish to approach the years 2020-2021 – those 
of the negotiations with Europe and the end of the 
coronavirus crisis – through the portrait of Boris 
Johnson. We are going to try to understand this man, 
who has fascinated the British for two decades, 
in order to better understand his policies and the 
crucial decisions he is about to take.

Intent
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March 17, 2020. Boris Johnson is holding his daily 
press conference on the coronavirus crisis. He 
declares, somewhat lightly, that he will play the 
collective immunity card. He will even go so far as 
to shake hands during a hospital visit in front of the 
cameras of journalists from all over the world.

For a week, the United Kingdom does the opposite 
of the rest of Europe. A strategy he confirms when he 
refuses to join a joint call for tenders from European 
Union countries to manufacture respirators and 
masks. “We stand on our own feet,” the British 
government explains. The message is clear: after 
Brexit, the country no longer needs its neighbors.

A few days later, having finally understood the extent 
of the catastrophe, Boris Johnson makes a U-turn. He 

locks his country down, like the others, and joins the 
next European tenders.

The sequence of events continues to demonstrate 
the widening gap between London and Brussels.  
While Boris Johnson is in the hospital, the Heads of 
State and Governments of the Twenty-Seven discuss 
by video conference. They are announcing a major 
€500 billion stimulus package, from which the UK 
cannot benefit. Faced with the coming recession, is 
the United Kingdom capable of overcoming this crisis 
on its own?

Together with Anand Menon, David Cameron and 
Michel Barnier, we will follow and analyze how the 
United Kingdom will manage this crisis on its own 
throughout the coming year, comparing its progress 
to that of the 27 EU member states. But after all, is this 
isolation not also an asset? The EU itself has shown its 
flaws and has rekindled divisions among the peoples 
of Europe. Boris Johnson, who has his hands free, may 
be better able to cope with the coming crisis...

The movie
1- Coronavirus: the UK’s first crisis without Europe

After a spell in intensive care for having contracted Covid-19, 
a radical change of strategy in the face of the pandemic.
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If Brexit is irreversible, the terms of exit are not yet 
negotiated. Is Johnson seeking to stay aligned with 
the EU, or is he trying to burn bridges? If he shows a 
willingness to break away from the EU, what about 
the reality of the negotiations? Will the coronavirus 
crisis influence the negotiations?

Today, the British stance is uncompromising: the UK 
wants a full Brexit, and will refuse any regulatory 
alignment with the EU. David Frost, lead negotiator 
and direct conduit to Boris Johnson, no longer wants 
the UK to be under Europe’s thumb after Brexit. But 
for Michel Barnier, the European negotiator, there 
is no way the EU will let the UK become an unfair 
competitor at its gates.

We will try to follow both teams in these negotiations, 
especially on the fisheries talks. A pressing political 
issue. During the referendum campaign, the small 
fisherman has become a hero for Brexit supporters. 
They present him as mistreated and asphyxiated by 
Brussels. We will watch archives to remember how 
Boris Johnson made extensive use of this figure, 
notably by promising that he would regain “control 
of our waters”.

For him, fishing became a symbol of the regained 
sovereignty of the United Kingdom. For Europeans, it 
is a major economic issue. Through this sequence, the 
aim is to go back to the power struggle between the 
EU and Boris Johnson, to understand that the battle 
is as symbolic and cultural as it is economic.

2- Brexit, season 2:  the power struggle goes on
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Boris Johnson is also transforming his country from 
within. With his overwhelming majority, he has his 
hands free for five years and is already beginning to 
deliver the first blows against democracy. Ideas that 
are being passed on to him by Dominic Cummings, his 
main advisor. We will analyze how complementary 
the pair was during the Brexit referendum campaign: 
“BoJo”, the jolly fellow at the center of attention, 
flip-flopping left and right, and him, the shadowy 
strategist, the brittle intellectual, “the career 
psychopath” according to David Cameron.

Both men hate counter-powers, the BBC first of all, 
which they have begun to destabilize. Boris Johnson 
has undertaken to slash the audiovisual group’s 

budget and has openly threatened to abolish the 
licence fee. We will conduct an interview with 
Cummings in which we will reflect on his hatred 
for the broadcasting group – which he considers to 
be an embodiment of British establishment’s very 
worst, conformist and unable to reform itself. Will 
Johnson succeed in destabilizing the Beeb, British 
journalism’s crown jewel?

Laura Kuenssberg, a star journalist at the BBC, and 
Tony Hall, head of the BBC, tell us that this is the 
biggest crisis in the history of the corporation and 
analyze the world that the new neo-conservatives 
want to build.

3- His people in the shadows

To his right: Dominic Cummings
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5- From a moderate Eurosceptic 
to a hardcore Brexiter
Exaggerated euroscepticism is an old tradition for 
Boris Johnson, which he developed when he was a 
journalist based in Brussels in the 1990s.

Max Hastings, his editor in chief in the 1990s, tells how 
he pushed and encouraged him. Nowadays, however, 
he believes that Boris Johnson was just a sensible 
Eurosceptic at the time, not a full-on Brexiter.  Even 
Stanley Johnson doubts his son’s sincerity about the 
Brexit, as he will tell us himself.

And yet, in February 2016, to everyone’s surprise, 
Boris Johnson supports the exit from the European 
Union. He joins the Brexiters, including Dan Hannan 
and Steve Baker, who were the first to believe in and 
theorize this idea. They are above all defenders of the 
ultra-liberal cause. The original Brexit is a Brexit à la 
Thatcher. A Brexit of globalization and deregulation, 
far from defending the rights of the small English 
fisherman.  But is Boris Johnson not already betraying 
them?

At the beginning of 2020, he has just increased the 
minimum wage and invested heavily in the north 
of England – in a very Keynesian way – as well as 
tightened immigration rules. With the coronavirus 
crisis, he is abandoning all fiscal prudence and is 
enabling the state to play a much bigger role in the 
market.

4- A family between Kennedy 
and Kardashian
To understand Boris Johnson’s cynicism, you have to 
understand his family. They are all known by their first 
names in the country: Stanley, the father, a former 
MEP and environmental activist; Rachel, the sister, a 
journalist; and Jo, the brother, a former minister of 
Theresa May and of his own brother.

Rachel Johnson will recount the constant rivalry 
among siblings and the thirst for recognition that 
characterized the entire family. We will also dig 
up an old photograph, that of the young men of the 
Bullingdon Club – Oxford’s self-proclaimed Golden 
Youth Drinking Club – in which Boris Johnson and 
David Cameron can be seen crowing in tail coats. The 
latter could look back on his memories of the then 
dishevelled, with tousled hair, but also extremely 
popular and very ambitious young man.

The future British leader then dreamed of becoming 
president of Oxford Union, the university’s political 
club.  Neil Sherlock, former special adviser to Nick 
Clegg, the former Deputy Prime Minister, ran against 
him later. He tells the story. “In his first year, he ran as 
a traditional right-wing candidate for law and order. 
He lost, I beat him. The second year, he completely 
reinvented himself. He had become a centrist, 
progressive. He won.”

From his earliest days in politics, Boris Johnson was a 
flip-flopper, willing to do anything to get elected.

To his right, his father: Stanley Johnson
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The comparison is so tempting: two unlikely blond 
hairs, the same way of flirting with nationalism, a 
detestation of the European Union... And yet Boris 
Johnson nonetheless rejects the comparison. In 
December 2015, he openly laughed : “I’d be happy to 
have Donald Trump come and visit London, but I don’t 
want to expose Londoners to the unnecessary risk of 
meeting him.”

If Boris Johnson cynically agrees to play friends with 
Donald Trump in this way, it is because he dreams 
of the Brexiters’ Holy Grail: a free trade agreement 
with the United States. He wishes to cut the links with 
Europe, this economic millstone, to look to the future: 

“the Anglosphere” and economic growth.

Anand Menon, a political scientist, points out, 
however, that the reality is that Washington is far 
too powerful for the British to win the game. For 
him, Trump is using Johnson to divide Europe. In 
exchange, Johnson hopes to get closer to the United 
States to prove that the United Kingdom is “free” of 
the “European yoke” and that it can finally play in 
the big leagues. It is a way for Boris Johnson to flatter 
the Brexiters, those who supported him and got him 
elected. And a way to build the “Global Britain” of his 
dreams.

6- The dream of an accord with the United States
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The idea that the United Kingdom could lose 
Northern Ireland is becoming a real possibility.

Brexit has indeed reopened historical divisions. The 
debate is raising fears of a return to darker days in 
Ireland. We will play some images of the New IRA, 
a small armed group that killed journalist Lyra 
McKee in 2019. It was a stray bullet during clashes 
with the police, but the blunder was a reminder that 
violence had never really disappeared in Northern 
Ireland. The New IRA claims to be finding new 
recruits thanks to Brexit.

With Brexit, the economic space of Northern 
Ireland and the rest of the United Kingdom will 
be separated, widening the gap between Belfast 
and London. The possibility of a referendum on 
reunification between the two parts of Ireland is 
becoming clearer.

At the same time, in Scotland, Prime Minister Nicola 
Sturgeon is pushing for a second referendum. 
Independence is now a credible scenario. The 
United Kingdom, a strange country made up of four 
nations – England, Scotland, Wales and Northern 
Ireland – has long been experiencing strong 
tensions, but the Brexit has amplified them. Will 
Boris Johnson, who dreams of a “Global Britain” at 
the center of the world, actually find himself at the 
head of a country torn asunder?

7- Global Britain:  the United 
Kingdom or the Disunited 
Kingdom?
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Potential speakers
The key players

DaviD Frost, British Brexit negotiator

Michel Barnier, European Brexit negotiator

DoMinic cuMMings, Special Advisor to Boris Johnson

stanley and rachel Johnson, father and sister of Boris Johnson

laura KuenssBerg, BBC star journalist

nicola sturgeon, First Minister of Scotland

arlene Foster, First Minister of Northern Ireland

Dan hannan,Brexit ideologue, former MEP

steve BaKer, Brexit ideologue, MP

DaviD caMeron, former Prime Minister

tony Blair, former Prime Minister

The analysts
tony hall, Director-General of the BBC

neil sherlocK, contemporary of Boris Johnson at Oxford

Max hastings, editor-in-chief of Boris Johnson in the 1990s

ananD Menon, political scientist, Brexit specialist
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