
Fighting Homophobia in Football - inside the classroom and on the pitch

Remembering Justin

Former Norwich City football star Justin Fashanu was remembered on 19th February 2012,on what 
would have been his 51st birthday, as part of an International Day of Action Opposing Homophobia in 
Football.

Justin was something of a trailblazer and scored 40 goals for Norwich City Football Club, including his 
famous “Goal of the Season” strike against Liverpool in 1980, in 103 appearances for the Canaries.  He 
was the first million pound black footballer and the first ever professional footballer to "come out" as 
gay.  Born in London but raised near Attleborough in Norfolk after being rejected by his parents 
Justin trained as a boxer before he began to play football at the top level.

Following a high profile move to Nottingham Forest, Fashanu faced vicious homophobia from manager 
Brian Clough and ended up switching clubs several times as he fell badly out of form because of the 
stress he endured.  “Outed” by the Sun, following lurid tales of affairs with Mps, he had to contend 
with homophobia, prejudice and discrimination throughout the remainder of his career.

Perhaps most painful of all were the comments from his own brother who wrote a piece in “The Voice” 
headlined “My Gay Brother: the outcast”. He was turned on by nearly all of his family and large 
sections of the black community.  Following unproven accusations of sexual assault from a young man in 
America, Justin took his own life in a garage in Shoreditch, London in 1998, broken and alone.

LGBT activist Peter Tatchell has said “Justin was the first and last professional footballer to be open 
about his sexuality.  Others have not shown similar honesty or bravery…none have followed Fashanu’s 
example of openness.”

Perhaps even more strange is the fact that nearly 15 years after denouncing his brother for being gay, 
ex-Wimbledon player and TV star John has made a recent attempt to put Justin back in the closet.  In 
March this year he told TalkSport that he no longer believes that Justin was gay and instead claims 
that he only “wanted the attention”.

It is vital that we do not allow Justin to be put back in the closet and instead fight for his 
achievements, as well as his struggle to be remembered.

A growing movement 

The tragedy of Justin’s death has inspired a movement to kick Homophobia out of Football.  The 
Justin Campaign and Football v Homophobia have been set up to challenge stereotypes and 
misconceptions around gay men in soccer and to campaign for more action on the part of the Football 
Association (FA) and Premier League clubs.  

Football v Homophobia (FvH) is the FA’s endorsed campaign to tackle homophobia and prejudice against 
LGBT people in grassroots football.  The Justin Campaign uses FvH work around the year to enable 
people to take action against prejudice and discrimination based on sexuality or gender identity in 
football.  

The campaign provides support, materials, advice and education to everyone – fans, professional 
football clubs, grass-root teams, LGBT communities and local authorities alike, and co-ordinates 
activity around the 19th February - Justin’s birthday.



In February 2012 all Premier League teams signed the Charter against Homophobia.  The Charter 
recognised that football is a sport in which everyone must feel welcome to participate.  It placed an 
emphasis on the values of fairness, respect, equality and dignity.

It is disappointing therefore that only six clubs supported the Football v Homophobia event on the 
19th February and none were able to involve their first team players.  A few questions need to be 
asked.  

Why are the clubs and the FA not able to get footballers to be part of a simple, short film aimed at 
fans with a strong message against homophobia?  

Why is it not common practise for clubs to write articles about homophobia in their programmes or use 
the tannoy systems in stadiums to address any issues?  Would this reticence to act be tolerated if the 
same issues surrounded racism?

The Charter does not appear so far to have led to much action on the part of most of the clubs that 
have signed it.

From the classroom to the pitch

On Sunday 19th February, members of the campaign, which is supported by Justin’s niece Amal, were 
at Carrow Park in Norwich for a Football v Homophobia five-a-side tournament.  Over 50 players took 
part and many more watched.  The trophy was won by a team of teachers in the NUT from nearby 
Dereham Neatherd High School.  

The involvement of these teachers was not only confined to the football pitch.  Alongside the football 
tournament, a resource pack has been made to support the work of Football v Homophobia and the 
Justin Campaign.  The pack, sponsored by LGBT History Month Norfolk, has been used with great 
success in eight Norfolk secondary schools.

There is an assembly resource designed for secondary schools which celebrates the life of Justin 
Fashanu, recognising his many achievements as well as focussing on the tragic reasons for his death.

This resource works best in the context of LGBT History Month and would serve as a good 
introduction to the programme in any school.

Also included in the pack is a KS3 History life graph resource, charting the key points in Justin’s life 
and prompting reflection upon how things could have been different, had he received support from 
others. 

 Pupils enjoyed a KS4 PSHE lesson which looked more broadly at depression in sport and gives students 
time to come up with an action plan in groups to make football a more welcoming sport for minority 
groups.  Sixth form students have taken part in some media work-considering the way LGBT people 
have been treated in the local and national press at the time of Justin’s death and since.

Finally, some students  and parents in Norfolk attempted “that” famous Fashanu goal in PE lessons and 
posted the best attempts on their school’s website.

One student commented, “I really enjoyed learning about Justin Fashanu.  It’s shocking that there are 
no out gay footballers in this country.  Lots of LGBT people must be put off football because they 
think the game doesn’t care about them.  We should definitely learn about this stuff in school.”



Growing up as a gay teenager is still far from easy.  According to Stonewall, nearly two-thirds of LGBT 
teenagers have experienced direct bullying and over 90 percent have heard homophobic language used 
at school. By combining the fight against homophobia in our schools and at our football grounds we can 
fight for a safer, better future for our LGBT students and their allies.

by Nick O’Brien President of Dereham and Fakenham NUT 
Resources available by emailing n.obrien80@googlemail.com
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