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Translation 

Growing up poor 
“You just have to keep on fighting”  
 
Proud, straight backs, cool moves and a good laugh. Janet Chikane 
devotes all her free time to showing that self-confidence and hope for the 
future don’t depend on designer shoes, what street you live in or how 
much your parents earn. 
 
Wednesday afternoon, on the bus between Rosengård and Kroksbäck. 

Janet Chikane leans against the window sleepily and dozes off for a moment. 
Her daily bus journeys are a welcome break in her schedule. Soon she’ll get off 
at Kroksbäck and become Janet the dance teacher. The cool lady the girls at the 
leisure centre look up to, the one with t-shirts with cool prints, rosettes in her hair 
and pink nail varnish. The one who danced at the P3 golden gala and alongside 
Swedish hip-hop stars who look like cool brothers from New York on the latest 
video clip, the one who has become someone. 

“I’ve told them my mum is a cleaner, and I’m always telling them that not 
everyone has fine clothes or the right Nike shoes, that isn’t important. Me and my 
sister didn’t have those either when we were small. I want to teach the girls in the 
dance group to stand with their heads held high.” 

For herself, she has decided never to apologise for her background. 
“I hope everyone who lives like we did will stop being ashamed.”  
She jumps off the bus. In the little dance hall at the Flamman leisure centre, it 

smells of feet and the walls are worn and dirty grey. A gaggle of ten and eleven-
year-old girls bounce friskily up and down. Each of them gets a hug. 

When she switches on the ghetto-blaster on the bench, the dance-hall rhythms 
fill the room and the girls immediately start on their practised moves. Janet 
shouts encouragement and scolds. 

“I want to make something good of my life and the girls.’ I want to feel needed,” 
says Janet Chikane. 
Giving the girls what she’s good at – dancing – is more important than money. 
She basically works for free. After her full-time job as a child carer, she comes 
here several times a week to hold the dance group, take the girls to contests and 
train with her own group, Bowdown. The girls pay one hundred SEK a year to 
take part – more would be too much for many of them. 

“I want to give these girls, who might have been me as a child, hope. Those 
tights everyone else has, or cool shoes, they can get those eventually, but they 
just have to go on fighting,” says Janet Chikane before turning up the volume. 
Sunday afternoon at Ramels väg, Herrgården. 

Mother Victoria Quidel is laying the coffee table with bowls: 
spinach puree, chicken casserole, rice and cans of soft drinks. At 
weekends they usually eat together and everyone crowds round the 
table with their plates. To save money, the five children still live at 
home in the three-bedroom flat. They share rooms. The eldest 



daughter, 26, her own room, 23-year-old Janet and her 20-year-old 
sister Julie Chikane share one, their mother has one and their father 
and sons, 35 and 19, sleep in sleeping bags in the living room. 

“We don’t have any luxury. When we were smaller we had to 
prioritise, things went short. No pocket money or anything. But 
compared to how poor I was as a child in Chile I still think I made 
sure we managed OK,” says Victoria Quidel. 
 
Janet and Julie Chikane agree. They have certainly managed. But 
it’s come at a price. The feeling of not being able to have what other 
children got: new clothes, holidays or being able to go to Rosengård 
swimming pool. But above all, no money for a dance course, which 
they dreamed of so passionately when they were younger. 

“We looked different because our clothes were often things we 
picked up at flea markets,” says Julie Chikane.  
Before their father went on an invalidity pension, he worked in a factory. Their 
mother cleaned until ten pm every day and often worked extra at weekends to get 
the money to last the month. 

“Do you remember when we all had to go and buy two chickens each at the 
shop? It was an offer, you were only allowed to buy two each, so mum sent the 
whole family, one by one,” says Janet Chikane. 

That’s the kind of thing Victoria Quidel does. If bread costs two SEK less in one 
shop and mince is cheaper by the kilo in another, she’ll go to both to shop. 
Clothes they either fall heir to or buy at flea markets. Today, she has found two 
cheap pieces of fabric at Ikea which she’ll sew into bedspreads for the girls. 

“I remember how we queued for the Red Cross excursions in the summer,” 
says Julie Chikane. How great it was when we got to go to Skåne Zoo. Once we 
went to Tosselilla. Oh, that was really the shit for us.”. 

Janet and younger sister Julie quickly learned to cut up t-shirts, mix and 
match. The right breakdance moves were hard currency at school, and when they 
were 13 and 11, they started their own dance group. They weren’t going to be 
stopped just because the family couldn’t afford the much-coveted dance class. 
They were still going to be the best. 

But as teenagers, Janet and Julie’s longing to have everything they wanted got 
too strong.  Their mother needed half of their child support, and what was left 
wasn’t enough when they wanted to look like those with more money. So the 
sisters started to steal. 

– “I so much wanted to get out of my role as this girl from Rosengård and have 
the right clothes to hang in,” says Julie Chikane. “If we hadn’t had such a good 
family, we might have been doing drugs on the streets today.”. 

In the end, Julie Chikane was arrested and the police were knocking on the 
family’s door. 
“I knew nothing before that. I was working the whole time and only met you in the 
mornings. When I came home in the evenings from work you were already 
asleep,” says Victoria Quidel. 



Today they can buy new jeans. Both big sister Marjorie Macarena Quidel and 
Janet Chikane have got  jobs as ch i ld  carers. They give a large part of 
their wages to their mother, and the family now has a total income of a very 
different order. So there are new sofas in the living room, a flatscreen TV beside 
it, and little brother Thomas has got clothes he likes from his sisters. 

“Mum always said we should finish school so we wouldn’t be cleaners like her. She 
showed us how tiring it is. And we could see how much she was struggling,” says 
Janet Chikane. 

Over the years, the sisters have continued to dance. The highlight was when they 
took part in the annual P3 golden gala. 
“Now, at last, I feel that I belong. That I am someone,” says Julie Chikane. 
 
● Tuesday evening at Kroksbäck leisure centre. 
There are legs flying all over the place, someone doing the splits, someone else 
standing on their friend’s shoulders. Janet Chikane goes to one side, dries the 
sweat off her brow. She has a high temperature and should be in bed, but she 
doesn’t want to disappoint the girls. 
“Dance means everything to me,” she says. 
She talks about the glow she can see in the little girls’ eyes: to be someone, to 
dare to push yourself. 
The older teenagers gather round the benches at the edge of the room, clapping 
and nodding enthusiastically. The girls sway, wave and twirl, backs straight, in 
front of the boys lying on the bench. 
“Come on now, my dance hall queens! shouts Janet Chikane. 
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