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What kind of prime minister is Boris Johnson?
Alexander Boris de Pfeffel Johnson comes from an extremely privileged background and studied classics at Oxford. Before he became a politician, he was a controversial journalist, sacked from a number of jobs, and accused of regularly abandoning the truth, especially when it came to spreading ‘euro myths’ such as the claim that the EU had banned bendy bananas. He has a complex personal life and is the first prime minister to live in Downing Street with his partner rather than his spouse. Johnson has been a high-profile, divisive and self-promoting British politician for many years. 
Johnson replaced Theresa May as prime minister in July 2019, soundly beating Jeremy Hunt, his last surviving opponent in the Conservative Party leadership contest. He was the choice of 92,153 members of the Conservative Party but has not so far faced the public vote. It can be argued that he therefore lacks a mandate to govern. His prime-ministerial style so far is hugely and deliberately different from that of his predecessor. So far, this seems to have proven popular with a significant section of the general public, but not with many in his own party or with Parliament. His populist approach invites comparisons with Donald Trump, who is a fan, regularly tweeting his support.
Personality
Johnson favours direct communication with the people rather than via traditional media. In August he took part in a ‘People’s PMQ’ session on Facebook and has also used Facebook to make policy announcements. This is controversial as it allows Johnson to control his relationship with the public by, for example, choosing which questions he will answer and avoiding follow-up questions. 
He can be seen as an example of Foley’s theory of spatial leadership — he has distanced himself from the parliamentary party and although he does not have a public mandate, acts as if he does by appealing directly to the public and invoking the ‘will of the people’. He has repeatedly suggested that the UK is in an ‘us’ (the UK people who supported Brexit, along with himself) versus ‘them’ (Parliament, the judiciary, the establishment) situation. Again, this leads to comparisons with Trump.
Johnson’s personality is very different from that of his predecessor, who came across as cold and aloof. He is seen by his fans as charming, funny and has created a bumbling, untidy looking persona which may be deliberately designed to remind us of his favourite politician, Winston Churchill. However, he is clearly ruthless, as revealed by the expulsion from the Conservative Party of the 21 MPs who attempted to stop a no-deal Brexit. This included Sir Nicholas Soames, Churchill’s grandson, who says that Johnson has turned the Conservative Party into a ‘Brexit sect’. 
People seem to either love or hate Johnson. He is popular with some Leave voters, who see him as a tough and decisive leader, even those who have not voted Conservative in the past. However, despite claiming to want to unite the UK, he is finding it hard to get any form of broader appeal. There also appears to be a clear gender divide with women voters much less likely to support him and more likely to think he is untrustworthy. This has led to difficulty in public appearances, as he finds it hard to deal with hecklers and regularly meets angry voters who want to confront him. Johnson’s emotive use of language, for example ‘the surrender bill’ contrasts dramatically with May’s considered and calm approach. He is notoriously flamboyant and divisive (perhaps deliberately) which has led to criticism but appeals strongly to his supporters. 
Leadership
One of Johnson’s most controversial decisions in his leadership so far is his appointment of Dominic Cummings as a special adviser. Cummings was the central figure in the Leave campaign and has taken an aggressive approach to his role, for example stepping in to sack advisers seen as potentially disloyal. He has quickly become a hate figure among many MPs who see him as responsible for encouraging Johnson to illegally prorogue Parliament and, as the Supreme Court judged, lie to the queen about the reason for doing this. 
Despite accusations of racism in the past (such as his abusive comments about women wearing the burkha), Johnson has formed the most ethnically and gender diverse cabinet in UK history with BAME politicians Sajid Javid and Priti Patel in the most important roles. This cabinet has already suffered the resignation of Amber Rudd.
Political aims
It is early days but:
· Not surprisingly the administration has adopted a more right-wing approach, with the appointment of cabinet ministers such as Priti Patel, Dominic Raab, Jacob Rees Mogg and Liz Truss.
· Brexit by 31 October or ‘die in a ditch’. 
· Improve public services: the new administration has stated that it will spend more money on the NHS, schools, police and social care for the elderly.
· A greater orientation towards the USA, with immediate moves towards trade deals.
Johnson is attempting to adopt a presidential style in his relationship with the electorate, use of the media and personal behaviour. However, he appears to be less presidential in his relationship with his cabinet, where (so far) he is not interfering with policy and is allowing ministers such as Sajid Javid to develop their own policy agendas. 
By the time you read this article there may have been a general election (if Johnson gets his way) and Johnson may no longer be prime minister, but you will still need to be able to evaluate his style as prime minister.
Questions to consider
· What is the impact on prime ministerial power of having no majority in Parliament?
· How far is Johnson a presidential-style prime minister?
· To what extent is Johnson a weak prime minister?
· How does Johnson compare to his predecessors?
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