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Johnny Depp has become a star in a new, uncast role as the poster boy for the ‘men’s rights’
movement by an online subculture targeting boys that believe women are man’s worst enemy.
Despite the shocking allegations of domestic violence levelled against him in court his ex-wife
Amber Heard has become the villain in this clickbait video-driven drama. Kate Emery investigates

J

ohnny Depp became a pin-up
in the 1980s, with teen-idol
good looks, a TV hit playing an
undercover cop on 21 Jump
Street, and just enough swagger
to offer bad-boy appeal.
A decade later he was an oddball
pin-up, beloved for quirky roles like
Edward Scissorhands and an
off-screen love life that included
supermodel Kate Moss and Gen-X
icon Winona Ryder. Even as he
became better known for playing
Captain Jack Sparrow in the Pirates
of the Caribbean franchise, Depp
retained a cool factor that has eluded
most actors who are paid vast sums

to interact with a green screen.
Now, Depp has again been
reinvented as a different kind of
pin-up, this time for men’s rights.
He has been cast in this role not
by a Hollywood director but by an
unofficial coalition of online men’s
rights activists who are intent on
turning his $US50 million ($70m)
defamation trial against ex-wife
Amber Heard into an existential
moment for the #MeToo backlash
and proof of their belief the
pendulum on gender rights has
swung too far in favour of women.
Alarmingly, there are concerns
young men in particular are at risk of

being radicalised by anti-feminist
forces helping to make hashtags like
#MenToo #JusticeforDepp and
#AmberHeardisaLiar trend on and
off for weeks across various social
media platforms.
Footage of the trial is being shared
on TikTok, Reddit and YouTube, not
just by news websites but by
individuals, with sensationalist
captions like “Amber Heard Caught
Lying About Breaking Johnny Depp’s
Nose”, “Psychologist wipes the floor
with Amber Heard’s Lawyer” and
“This is how Feminism is destroying
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today (sic) modern womens (sic)”.
Some of the platforms creating these
videos, which include YouTubers more
accustomed to reviewing superhero
movies or video games, are those that
appeal to young men who, experts warn,
risk falling down a rabbit hole to land at
the heart of misogynistic online culture.
“These spaces are concerning because
they can serve as spaces where people
become further radicalised,” University
of Western Australia researcher Dr Sian
Tomkinson said. Dr Tomkinson’s work is
on digital communities, online toxicity
and gender.
“The broader problem is that many
men are feeling let down by society and
feel that women are to blame for their
issues – this is not necessarily true, but at
least they feel that way,” she said.
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Those who have followed the
Depp-Heard saga with only a casual
interest may wonder how we got here —
here being a high-profile court case that
heard this week Depp sexually abused
Heard with a bottle and kicked her in
the back when he believed she was
having an affair with actor James
Franco. The court was previously told
Heard severed Depp’s finger by throwing
a bottle at him, and defecated in his bed.
The two are suing each other, with
each claiming to have been the victim in
an abusive relationship.
The case now happening is the
defamation case brought by Depp.
The case started on April 11 but the
story started in 2009 when the couple
met on the set of the film The Rum
Diary. Both were in relationships but by
the time the film came out, rumours
were swirling, and they married in 2015.
A year later, Heard filed for divorce
and, shortly after, a restraining order.
The crux of the trouble was a 2018
op-ed Heard wrote for The Washington
Post in which she identified herself as
having been in an abusive relationship.
Depp was not named but it was
widely assumed to be about him.
When UK tabloid The Sun ran a
headline calling Depp a “wife beater” he
sued the newspaper and lost, with a

judge ruling the defendants had proven
the story to be “substantially true”.
He is now suing Heard, claiming her
allegations have blacklisted him in
Hollywood. The case is messy, with
evidence presented to the court
suggesting a highly volatile, often alcohol
or drug-fuelled relationship. Depp and
Heard have each claimed the other was
physically abusive.
In court this week Heard admitted
punching Depp once when, she claimed,
she was protecting her sister.

‘SHE DODGES BETTER THAN NEO’
What makes the Depp-Heard case so
interesting is not the level of attention
from mainstream media, which was
inevitable given Depp’s fame and the
backdrop of the #MeToo movement, but
the extent to which people have
dedicated their online platforms to treat
the proceedings like a reality TV show.
Body language and tone are
scrutinised for clues. Heard is frequently
accused of fake crying and bad acting,
while everything Depp does — from
doodling a picture to untangling
someone’s phone cord — is seized on as
proof that he is the sweetheart his
supporters want him to be.
What is also noteworthy is some of
the online accounts taking an interest in
the case are those ordinarily geared
towards a younger male demographic:
YouTube accounts that normally cover
video games or superhero movies and
TikTokkers more comfortable doing
celebrity impressions are talking about
the case, alongside the more predictable
figures with a vested interest in the men’s
rights movement.
Take US Twitch streamer and
YouTuber Asmongold, who is in his early
30s and has about 1 million subscribers
to the YouTube channel he mostly uses
to talk about computer games.
Lately, he has been posting videos
from the Depp-Heard case, accompanied
by commentary that mirrors the way he
might talk about World of Warcraft.
In one video posted on Friday, in
which Heard recounts an alleged attack
on her by Depp, Asmongold sarcastically
marvels at her ability not to sustain
visible injuries. “She dodges better than

Neo,” he says, referencing Keanu Reeves’
character in The Matrix.
Asmongold’s fans then join the
pile-on in the comments.
“This evil woman needs to be in put
in prison, she’s lying thru her teeth,
believe me victim’s don’t recall this
amount of detail, sorry Johnny but this
woman hates you but don’t worry she
just hates,” says one.
Another writes: “What a performance
my God, shes the one that should have
been in the oscars for Will Smith AND
Chris Rock to slap.”
Others point to the lack of “tears, no
runny nose, anything that is consistent
with a human crying”, and the fact that
Depp “can’t look at her. Abused people
can’t look at the abusers”.
Similarly, the YouTube channel Mr H,
usually content reviewing superhero and
action movies, has been taking an
interest in the Depp-Heard case, posting
videos with captions like “Amber Heard
Gets Destroyed by Key Witness” and
“Amber Heards Team Get WRECKED
In the Most HILARIOUS Way By This
Witness”.
Another popular YouTuber, Nik
Stone, better known as Your Wet Sock,
has been providing commentary on the
case, in a departure from his regular fare
of commenting on actual reality TV.
“How ‘bout I solve the whole case for
you your honour? She was peanut butter
and jealous because she’s a side character
and he’s a main character and that’s a
fact,” he says in one video.
That the trial is also getting serious
traction on TikTok speaks to its youth
appeal. The video-sharing social media
platform skews heavily towards a
younger demographic.
One of the most bizarre moments of
the case happened not in the courtroom,
but on TikTok, when Milani Cosmetics
produced a video supposedly debunking
a claim by Heard’s lawyer that she had
used a specific make-up palette to
conceal bruises caused by Depp. The
palette used by Heard’s lawyer as a prop
appeared to be a Milani one that had not
been released until after the alleged
assaults took place, according to Milani.
The moment was seized on by one
popular TikTokker, Ethan Trace, who
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has about 2.8m followers. “Boom! Milani
Cosmetics, we love you,” Trace said in a
video with about 4m “likes”.
Trace more commonly uses his
TikTok account for celebrity
impressions.

THE RISK OF RADICALISATION
What worries some experts is the
potential for young men, who might start
out watching the Depp-Heard videos via
their favourite video game YouTuber, to
fall down a rabbit hole into more
extreme misogynistic and incel groups.
Incels are “involuntary celibates” who
blame women for their inability to find a
sexual partner.
Online bullying expert UNSW
Associate Professor Emma Jane and the
author of Misogyny Online: A Short
(and Brutish) History said the way social
media’s algorithms worked was to lead
viewers towards increasingly extreme
content.
“They are engineered to amplify the
most engaging content — and the most
engaging content tends to be a slightly
more extreme version of whatever we’ve
engaged with last,” she said.
“Over time and at scale, this can
subtly nudge users down extremist rabbit
holes. For instance, one research team
identified a ‘radicalisation pipeline’ on
YouTube after analysing more than 2m
recommendations and 72m comments,
and finding that users consistently
migrated from milder to more extreme
content facilitated by the platform’s
recommendation algorithm.”
Those anti-feminist, pro-men’s rights
and incel online communities, often
collectively known as the “manosphere”,
have taken a huge interest in the
Depp-Heard case, which they see not
just as proof of Heard’s guilt but of their
belief in a generation of feminist
man-haters who lie about men.
One active YouTuber in the
manosphere who has been covering the
Depp-Heard trial is known as Sandman.
He is an active member of what is
known as the MGTOW community,
meaning Men Go Their Own Way, an
online group that essentially advises
against men pursuing long-term
relationships with women because

women ruin men’s lives. Sandman has
accused Heard of breaking up Depp’s
marriage to French actress and singer
Vanessa Paradis and cheating on him
with Aquaman co-star Jason Momoa and
Tesla chief executive Elon Musk, whom
she briefly dated after breaking up with
Depp. “Her reign as a m-ff magician
snagging A-list actors and industrialists
with her sn-tch is coming to an end,”
Sandman says in one video that is
indicative of the way he talks about
women.
Many of the comments beneath these
more extreme videos conflate Heard’s
alleged crimes with women more
generally, including those suggesting the
case was “doing wonders for MGTOW”.
“The lurid details that are coming out
in Amber Turd’ s defication (sic) trial are
doing wonders for spreading the word
about how crazy and dangerous women
can be,” one fan said.
Another said: “Amber Heard is why
men should not get married.”
Dr Tomkinson said the growth of
these online communities was partly a
backlash to the #MeToo movement.
She said with a “complex” case like
the Depp-Heard one, which she notes
she has only followed from a distance,
there were many reasons why social
media had mostly backed Depp.
“One reason for why so many people
on social media are in support of Depp is
that they are seeing Depp get punished
by Hollywood but not Heard — for
instance at the beginning of the case he
was booted from Fantastic Beasts: The
Crimes of Grindelwald but Heard wasn’t
booted from Aquaman,” she said. “Of
course, there’s also the old narrative of
the woman who lies to ruin her
ex-partner’s reputation — related to
things like false accusations of rape.”
She said in the real world it was
difficult to find people who “share or
openly share really toxic beliefs”.
“If you shared these thoughts with
others, it’s likely you would get some
pushback,” she said.
“Online spaces that are dedicated to
certain interests function to bring people
together. Being in a space where people
share views, beliefs, and stories, it lowers
people’s inhibitions — allowing toxicity

to flourish.” If the scale of the online
response to the Depp-Heard trial is a
surprise, the contents are not. At least
not to Dr Jane.
“While the scale of the social media
response to the Depp-Heard trial is said
to be unprecedented, it is following a
depressingly predictable pattern in terms
of the polarisation, radicalisation and
‘outragification’ dynamics we see online,”
she said.
“First, the issues at the centre of the
case are being framed in an extremely
simplistic and binary manner. You’re
either #JusticeForJohnnyDepp or
#JusticeForAmberHeard. There’s no
room for nuance, complexity or the fact
that the ‘truth’ may lie somewhere
between these two extremes.
“This type of polarised positioning is
very common in internet skirmishes and
really reduces the calibre of social debate
and understanding. It’s revealing — but
not surprising — that the vast majority
of internet users are hating on Heard
while expressing support for Depp. Many
women don’t report sexual violence or
domestic abuse precisely because they
know this is the type of reaction they are
likely to encounter.
“Further, an outrageously
unrepresentative sample — just one
celebrity relationship — is being used to
make a sweeping generalisation about
sexual violence en masse. This is on par
with a climate change sceptic saying that
the planet isn’t warming because the
temperature happens to be low on any
one day.”
She said most members of the
manosphere “aren’t interested in facts or
proof”.
“Their opinions on women and
feminism are already decided, and they
are not open to information that
conflicts with their pre-existing views,”
she said. “What we’re seeing is just
another excuse to deny and disavow the
larger reality of systemic violence and
oppression in which girls and women are
overwhelmingly the abused, and men are
overwhelmingly the abusers. Regardless
of what the poo emoji-filled clips
proliferating on TikTok and YouTube
would have you believe, the #MeToo
movement is not on trial here.”
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