IntERNATIONAL JOoURNAL oF MuLtiDiscipLiNnarY EpucaTtionar ReEsearcH
UNWAIND ~ 1ssN:2277-7881(Print); weact Factor:10.16(2026); 1C Vawe:5.16; IsI Vawe:2.286

PEER REVIEWED AND REFEREED INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL
(Fulfilled Suggests Parameters of UGC by IJMER)

Cover Page (] [x] Volume: 15, Issue:1(4), January 2026
Scopus Review ID: A2B96D3ACF3FEA2A
E Article Received: Reviewed: Accepted

Publisher: Sucharitha Publication, India
Online Copy of Article Publication Available: www.ijmer.in

THE QUIET POWER OF CARE AND CHANGE: A THEMATIC STUDY OF CLAIRE KEEGAN’S ‘FOSTER’

'Ms. T. Sharon Raghukar, and *Ch. Shobha Rani,
! Assistant Professor, Department of BS&H, SoET, SPMVV, Tirupati
2Teaching Associate, CFST, Pulivendula

Abstract

Claire Keegan’s Short story, Foster is a masterful exploration of human emotion, resilience and the transformative power
of silent care. Keegan presents these effects not through trauma, but through quiet absence and understated moments of
disconnection. Set in rural Ireland, the story follows a young unnamed girl who is sent away from her neglectful home to
live temporarily with distant relatives, the kinsellas. The narrative seems simple however it subtly reveals profound themes
including emotional neglect, the power of kindness, silence and unspoken grief, identity formation and the idea of home
and belonging. The narrative demonstrates the profound healing potential of every kindness. This short story rich in
symbolism, the emotional shifts and internal growth of a child. This new setting allows the protagonist to begin forming a
stable sense of self, fostered by truly seen and valued. Foster ultimately suggests that identity is not only shaped by one’s
origins, but also by the care received and that recognition-both internal and external is essential to personal growth. This
article aims to showcase how these themes emerge and develop in the story and by delving into Keegan’s delicate narrative
style and restrained storytelling and detailed thematic analysis, this article contributes to understanding the enduring
significance of FOSTER in relation to childhood, family structures and feminine emotional landscapes.
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INTRODUCTION:

Claire Keegan is an Irish writer celebrated for her emotionally rich storytelling. Her novella, Foster (2010) is a small gem
carrying the weight of an unforgettable coming —of-age moment. Set in an Irish countryside, the story follows an eight year
old girl, who is sent to live with foster parents for the summer. Away from her neglectful and over burdened family to live
with distant relatives, the Kinsellas, during a summer that quietly but irrevocably changes her life. The child is exposed to
warmth, care and a deep sense of belonging. Under the quiet love of Eileen and her husband Bill, The unnamed narrator
experiences a profound emotional awakening. What make Foster extraordinary are Keegan’s minimalist narrative technique
and her ability to communicate emotional intensity through silence, gesture and environment rather than direct expression.
Critics have praised Keegan’s use of rural settings, interior landscapes with minimal plot, no dramatic twist, slow unfolding
of affection and awareness, child-centered narrative voice to evoke deep empathy and emotional resonance

‘As good as Checkov.’ - David Mitchell

‘Short stories are sometimes called Gems. This One is as lyrical as poetry yet so concentrated it’s a novel in miniature. A
Real Jewel. -Irish Independent

Emotional Neglect and it Psychological impact :

From the outset, the unnamed child in ‘Foster’ exhibits sign of emotional deprivation . The narrator recalls, “My father
stands at the door, watching without stepping forward to say goodbye”- a subtle yet piercing indication of emotional
detachment. This neglect shapes the girl’s self-perception; she moves through the world with a sense of invisibility and
emotional un certainty. She does not expect attention, let alone affection. Her life with biological parents I marked by over
population, poverty and emotional indifference. "My mother wore out her life and her looks having us.”(Keegan, pg. 2)
This line underscores the mother’ exhaustion and emotional unavailability, which affects the child’s early sense of worth.
Keegan described the place as ‘muttered word’ and ‘furtive glances’ where the child is more of a burden than a cherished
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individual. This neglect set the emotional groundwork for the child’s initial timidity and silence, making her later
transformation more profound.

Once she arrives at the Kinsellas’ home, the contrast is stark. The couple ,though initially reserved, begin to show their
consistent cae and quiet love. They listen to her,teach her and even buy her clothes, treatingher as someone worthy of
kindness. The most telling line of her Psychological growth comes when she says,”There are no secrets in this house”,
highlighting the emotional transparency and trust that were absent from her own family.

As the child begins to experience emotional security, her behavior and inner worls shift. She become more articulate, more
curious and even more assertive. This suggests how deeply emotional neglect can stunt psychological growth and how
quickly nurturance can repair some of that damage. The trauma of being unloved is not erased, but the story shows the
beginning of healing through small , consistent acts of care.

Keegan’s minimalist style heightens the emotional weight of these scenes. Through silence, gesture and what is left unsaid,
she paints a haunting picture of wat emotional neglect looks like —how its psychological effects linger. The girl once numb
to love, is now aware of what she has missed, which makes her final separation from the Kinsellas all the more heartbreaking.
Claire uses the simplicity of a child’s voice to expose the complex, emotional terrain of neglect, healing, and loss making
this theme on of the most poignant and enduring in the novella.

The Restorative power of Care and Routine:

One of the central themes in Foster is the healing potential of consistent care and daily routines. The child came from a
neglected and chaotic home, marked by emotional distance and lack of affection. Upon arriving at the kinsela’ home, she is
introduced to the life of order, kindness and attentiveness. This shift becomes apparent in the small details - Mrs. Kinsella
ensures the girl that she is properly fed, groomed and gently spoken to. The simple acts of brushing her hair or having her
clothes laundered are laden with symbolic meaning —they represent the care that the girl had been denied (“She brushes my
hair with long strokes”- keegan ,2010, p.16) Mr. Kinsella though quieter, models respectful masculinity and patient
presence, The girl begins to thrive in the environment, highlighting the theme that emotional nurturing, no matter how
understated, can heal deep psychological wounds(Even his silences are gentle”- O’Toole, 2016,p.41). The seemingly
mundane structure of daily lie allows her to feel secure and valued. The Kinsellas’ gentle and attentive way of caring
gradually nurtures a sense of self- worth in the girl. The routine is not rigid but rhythmic, symbolizing emotional security.
The girl’s transformation is mirrored in her growing confidence and ability to speak, play and even engage with the world
around her. The kinsellas’ care doesn’t just fill a void- It actively rebuilds her sense of trust in adults and life itself.

In Foster, Clare Keegan powerfully demonstrates how consistent care an simple, nurturing routines can have a deeply
restorative effect on a neglected child. They are not grand gestures, but the repetition of kindness and the stability of daily
life that rebuild her sense o trust and self-worth. Through this theme, keegan underscores that emotional recovery often
begins in the smallest acts of compassion, and that love, when embedded in routine, can create a profound and lasting
transformation.

HOME AND BELONGING

The idea of “Home “ is a recurring motif in the novella. While the protagonist technically has a hoe with her birth parents,
It I depicted as lacking warmth and safety . In contrast, the kinsella house- quiet, clean and filled with understated love-
begins to feel more like a true home. Keegan uses imaginary of domestic space to contrast the emotional environments:
There is no smell from the kinsellas home but the smell of polish and baking. (Keegan,2010,p.15). This line paints a sensory
picture of the kinsellas’ home as clean, warm and cared for-a stark contrast to the girl’s chaotic and emotionally cold family
home. The smell symbolizes domestic comfort and the security of belonging.
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Belonging is not tied to biology in Foster but to emotional resonance.”You don’t ever have to say anything. Just so you
know, you have a voice”.(keegn,2010,p.30) These lines were spoken by Mr. Kinsella, this moment is both gentle and
powerful. He acknowledges the girl’s presence and autonomy, reinforcing the idea that she is valued and belongs in the
home , even without having to prove herself. The girl feels seen, heard, and included in a way she has never experienced.
Her growing attachment to the kinsellas is evident in how she responds to the attention and slowly adopts their rhythm and
habits. The ache of leaving at the end reflects how deeply she has come to feel that he belongs with them. This shift echoes
the idea that home is not just where one lives but where one is accepted and loved.

In Foster, Claire Keegan redefines the concept of home , showing that true belonging is rooted not in blood or legal ties but
in emotional connection ,safety and acceptance. The contract between the girl’s biological home and the nurturing
environment can foster a deeper sense of belonging than mere family obligation. Through small but meaningful gestures-
shared silence, gentle touch, and mutual respect-the kinellas create a space here the child feels seen and valued. Keegan’s
portrayal reminds us that home is not just a place, but a feeling-one that emerges when we are cared for, understood, and
allowed to grow into ourselves.

IDENTITY FORMATION AND RECOGNITION

This novella subtly traces the protagonist’s journey toward self-recognition and identity formation. Initially nameless and
voiceless, the girl embodies invisibility-both in her family and society. In the Kinsellas’ home, however, she is treated as
someone with potential and worth. “You don’t ever have to say anything. Just so you know, you have a voice”. Her sense
of identity strengthens as she experiences love and stability. She begins to see herself differently —not as a burden or shadow
but as someone with value. This mirrors theories of identity which suggest that recognition by others is essential to
selthood.(Taylor, 992). In a critical moment of the story when a neighbor accidentally reveals a painful family secret, the
girl’s understanding of herself and her foster parents deepens-affirming her growing emotional maturity. Moreover, the act
of being called by her name —something absent in much of her early life-becomes symbolic of being recognized a an
individual Keegan’s narrative thus shows that identity is not just something formed in response to care, acknowledgement
and emotional connection.

The child’s growth into a sense of self is a quiet yet powerful arc. When she is referred to by her actual name for the first
time, it mark a pivotal moment —an act of recognition hat affirms her individuality “I am in a spot where I can be nothing,
or I can be something”.(Keegan,2010,p.42) This is a pivotal moment in the novella where the narrator realizes she has the
potential to become someone. The inner thought reflects the transformative power of her environment-for the first time, he
sees herself as a person with agency and possibility, a direct result of being treated with care and respect. The kinsellas’
consistent attention gradually enables her to feel seen and significant. This evolution from namelessness to identity
reinforces the theme that love and attention can help from a child ‘emerging sense of self. “Our identity is partly shaped by
recognition or its absence ,often by the misrecognition can inflict harm ,can be a form of oppression, imprisoning someone
in a false, distorted and reduced mode of being”(Charles Taylor, The Politics of Recognition(1992))Taylor’s philosophy
supports the theme in Foster: recognition by others-especially caregivers-is crucial to one’s sene of self. The girl’s
transformation is not only emotional but existential. She begins to exist fully only when someone sees her clearly.

CONCLUSION:

Claire Keegan’s FOSTER is a poignant exploration of what it means to be cared for, to belong, and to be seen. Through the
quiet unfolding of the child’s experience, keegan highlights how the rhythms of routine and the constancy of love can restore
what neglect has eroded. The novella delicately challenges conventional ideas of family and suggests that real belonging
and identity are forged through emotional connection rather than blood ties. By giving voice to a child once unseen, Foster
becomes a powerful testament to the redemptive possibilities of human kindness and attention. In conclusion, Foster is a
powerful study of how emotional neglect can quietly damage a child’s sense of self and how even brief exposure to warmth
and care can awaken deep psychological needs. Claire Keegan uses the simplicity of a child’s voice to expose the complex
emotional terrain of neglect, healing and loss making this theme one of the most poignant and enduring in the novella.

99



TERNATIONAL JJOURNAL oF MuLtipisciPLINARY EDucaTtioNnaL RESEARCH
WIRIIN ~ 1ssn:2277-7881(Print); tuact Facron:10.16(2026); I Vauwe:s. 165 151 Vauwe:2.286

PEER REVIEWED AND REFEREED INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL
(Fulfilled Suggests Parameters of UGC by IJMER)

(] [x] Volume:15, Issue:1(4), January 2026
Scopus Review ID: A2B96D3ACF3FEA2A
E Article Received: Reviewed: Accepted

Publisher: Sucharitha Publication, India
Online Copy of Article Publication Available: www.ijmer.in

References:

ALY B e

Keegan, Claire. Foster. Faber&Faber, 2010

Taylor,Charles. The Politics of Recognition. Princton University Press,1992.

O’Connor, Anne. “The Silences of Foster: A Study of Voice and Emotional Language.”

Kenny, John. “The Power of the Unspoken in Claire Keegan’s Fiction.” The Irish Times,2011.

Mahon, Peter. “Belonging and the postcolonial Irish Child in Foster.” Studies in Irish Literature and Film, Vo0l.9,2015.
Ni dhuibhne Eillis. “Love and Loss in rural Ireland.” The Dublin Review of Books, 2010.

Bourke, Angela. Voices under the surface: Women and silence in Irish fiction. Cork university Press, 2007.

100



