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DOCUMENTARY REVIEW

ADHORA AHMED

If you were growing up in the early 2000s, 
the name Britney Spears should be famil-
iar to you. Perhaps you’ve even heard of 
the quote “If Britney survived 2007, you 
can handle today.” 

Why is a world-famous popstar going 
through difficult times, and why should 
we care? This is what The New York Times 
Presents: Framing Britney Spears, the Hulu 
documentary, tries to answer. Throughout 
its 74-minute runtime, the documentary 
chronologically depicts Spears’s public 
life, focusing on the ongoing #FreeBritney 
movement on social media because of 
her complicated conservatorship case.

Through the lenses of close associates, 
journalists, lawyers, paparazzi and fans, 
we see a small-town girl’s meteoric rise to 
fame. Her determined attempts to forge 
ahead in her career despite the intense 
scrutiny into her private life followed 
by a series of pitfalls that the public eye 
latches onto more greedily than ever, 
giving an unethical peek into a person’s 
most vulnerable moments. This leads to 
the infamous conservatorship that still 
allows Jamie Spears, the pop star’s father, 
to control most aspects of her life.

Framing Britney Spears does more than 
charting the trajectory of the singer’s 
career. It shines best where it provides 
commentary on how the media circus, 
imbibed with good old misogyny, demo-
nises the same female celebrities it luridly 
obsesses over. The filmmakers’ sense of 
self-awareness is acute in pinpointing the 
media’s flaws, since they themselves are a 
part of it. This is infuriatingly evident in 
a scene where a paparazzi expresses no 
remorse for his contribution to Spears’s 
infamous breakdown in 2007. Speaking 
of her breakdown, the filmmakers suc-

ceed in persuading the audience that the 
media circus had a significant role in the 
deterioration of her mental health. They 
also go on to show that the same media 
turned Britney into the butt of jokes, 
when they should have taken account-
ability. Last but not the least, by address-
ing Justin Timberlake’s relationship with 
Spears, the documentary sheds light on 
how male celebrities of the same stature 
are mostly unscathed by such scrutiny, if 
they are scrutinised at the same level at 
all. 

While it would be very easy to portray 
the pop star’s life as a melodramatic sob 
story, the documentary does the com-
mendable job of reminding the viewers 
repeatedly of Spears’s resilience against 
the entire unjust backlash she has re-
ceived. For instance, in an archival footage 
from an interview, a self-assured Spears 
declares that it’s not her responsibility to 
please everyone, in response to criticisms 
of her not conforming to society’s expec-
tations of what she should be like. 

Although the documentary is an 
excellent investigation of contemporary 
media’s sexism, it would have been 
better if they had observed the borderline 
creepy over-analysis of Spears’s Instagram 
posts by her fans through a critical lens. 
As well-meaning as it is, the filmmak-
ers should have kept in mind that this 
behaviour might not be in Spears’s best 
interest either.

Overall, Framing Britney Spears tries its 
best in framing the subject in a way that 
will hopefully give her the voice she has 
deserved for so long, and it does a very 
good job of it.
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Framing the Life of 
a Pop Star

A young me in class 8 held strong prejudices against all studies that were not 
related to science. I didn’t know any better, to be honest. In my school, only 
people who failed a couple of subjects were made to pick business studies. 
Everyone else was forced (key word here) to pick science, and consequent-
ly, no one even pretended to be interested in anything that wasn’t Physics, 
Chemistry, and Biology. 

Things tend to arrange themselves to order as people grow up, for the 
most part. While there are many people who are still stuck in unhappy 
majors and jobs, still many others take the opportunity to shift streams once 
they are out of school. But the damage is often already done at this stage. 
This is yet another case of a stupid problem with a simple solution, and 
that’s what this week’s cover story is about.

Career and academic guidance in schools serve simply to inform students 
better, making sure everyone knows what they’re doing by the time the rat 
race gets close and messy. For example, I always knew trying to become a 
writer entailed much frustration and self doubt, but in light of recent events, 
I wish someone had told me about the occupational hazards as well. 

-- Azmin Azran, Sub-editor, SHOUT 


