	
	
	



Carmarthen workhouse 
What is Carmarthen workhouse? 
According to the oxford dictionary, a workhouse is defined as a “public institution in which the destitute of a parish received board and lodging in return for work.” Built in the 1830s, Carmarthen workhouse provided what many called indoor relief to the unemployable poor people of Carmarthenshire in southwest Wales. It originated from an eighteenth-century tradition of poor relief which is essentially government and ecclesiastical action which was put in place to relieve poverty. This then evolved into a formal workhouse under the poor law amendment act 1834, becoming part of the government led system of poor relief that swept through England and Wales during the nineteenth century. Workhouses were designed both to shelter and employ the poor, whilst also being very strict. Dissimilar to the earlier parish poorhouse that offered more relaxed, informal assistance, post 1834 workhouses enforced a regime that was intended to defer dependency. Residents were separated by age, gender and their ability to work. They were subjected to rigid conditions and compulsory labour. Looking at it from that point of view, Carmarthen was not so much a charitable refuge but more of a formal arm of state and a government run business aimed at managing poverty. Carmarthen workhouse provided accommodation, subsistence, and employment for poor people, children, the elderly and people who were assumed to be unable to support themselves. The Carmarthen workhouse site was made up of a series of buildings, including an entrance or gatehouse. Architecturally, workhouses like Carmarthen's followed a double courtyard layout with separate wings or blocks for different categories of inmates; able bodied men, women, children, the sick, and the infirm which was due to the fact that Victorian ideology stated that the poor should be segregated and conditioned to work. 
 Who made it?
[bookmark: _Int_0RwUs8FU]The creation of the Carmarthen Workhouse involved multiple people. The original poorhouse was constructed in 1805-1806 after parish authorities at Carmarthen decided to build a facility that could house paupers locally instead of leaving them scattered around the country. This building was a product of local parish governance rather than national legislation. Because of the poor law amendment act 1834, Carmarthen Poor Law Union was formed on 2 July 1836 and ordered to provide a workhouse for the unions 28 constituent parishes. The Board of Guardians, which was an elected body that represented the parishes, oversaw the construction of an intentionally built workhouse. The foundation stone of the new workhouse was laid in 1837, with Thomas Evans serving as the initial contractor. Extensions were made in 1839-1840 and they were executed under J.L Collard and then there were more expansions through the late nineteenth century that were overseen by George Morgan. A fire in 1906 caused damage to the main building however it was rebuilt in 1907-1908 by A.I Jones. Although local authorities comissioned and funded the building, these decisions came down to national legislation on poor relief. The Board of Guardians acted under the authority of the Poor Law Commission and later Poor Law Boards, implementing a central government policy that compelled parishes to gather resources and erect these types of institutions, in order to help the poor.

Why was it made? 
[bookmark: _Int_WvSAfRx5]The Carmarthen Workhouse, similarly to others that were established under the Poor Law System, was designed as a mechanism for dealing with poverty and social insecurity in a period of rapid social change. The Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834 aimed to reduce the cost of poor relief, and critically what reformers considered idleness, by centralising responsibility into unions of parishes and mandating workhouses as the principal site of relief. The rationale rested on a mix of fiscal concern, moral ideology, and administrative reform. Politicians and policymakers in the 1830s, influenced by utilitarian ideas decided that poor relief systems encouraged dependency and were financially unsuitable. This meant that workhouses were meant to be both cheaper and less attractive than labour outside. The underlaying assumption was that poverty was curable either through employment or through the deterrent effect of poor cnditions in the workhose. In Carmarthen specifically, local religious authorities had already struggled with the cost and administration of poor relief in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, proven by the debt that incurred from building the 1805 poorhouse. The shift to a union workhouse reflected national rules and local financial pressures, making a centralised, permanent institution appear both necessary and inevitable. Additionally, workhouses hosted various social functions. They provided shelter for those with no other means of support, and in later years, they often housed the elderly, infirm and children. This addition of a children’s block in 1879 proves the expanding conception of institutional welfare that went further than just poor relief. 
What audience did they have in mind?
The creators and administrators of the Carmarthen workhouse anticipated several different audiences, primarily aimed at the destitute poor. The main intended occupants for the workhouse were those unable to provide for themselves or their families. For example, the idle poor, elderly poor people, the infirm, orphaned children and those with no family support. Their entry into the workhouse was based on demonstrating their need and surrendering their independence in exchange for support. Another category of audience that Carmarthen’s workhouse was aimed at supporting was comprised of taxpayes and local elites who were responsible for funding poor relief. Workhouses were essentially built to reduce the cost of poor relief and reassure the financial supporters that funds were being used efficiently and with deterrent effect. The governing authorities pictured the workhouse also as a demonstration of state order and moral economy which was an institution that disciplined poverty, preserved social order and operationalised Poor Law Policy. However, the actual audience, those people who experienced the workhouse, expanded over time to not only include the people just mentioned, but also individuals who were placed there involuntrily or by family distress, children separated from their parents, and the physically unwell who entered as a last resort for subsistence. 

How might the answers to these questions affect the way we use and interpret the workhouse? 
Understanding what the workhouse is, who built it, when they built it, why they made it and the audience it was aimed for, shapes both historical interpretation and contemporary use. Recognising the workhouse as a product of poor law reform rather than just a charity, challenges romanticised views of welfare. The institution materialised a philosophy towards poverty just as much as it offered a shelter for the people who needed it; a nuance what is essential when examining social policy and attitudes toward poverty in Victorian Wales. Considering architectural and administrative evidence alongside social practice allows researchers to see the workhouse as a key part in debates about state responsibility, social control and welfare. Surviving workhouse buildings today just like Carmarthen’s workhouse, are often viewed as heritage sites. This is essential to the acknowledgement of both social hardship and political context. For example, this primary source can be seen as significant because of its role during the Rebecca Riots of 1843, when protestors attacked Carmarthen workhouse as a symbol of systemic oppression. If we look at this site as purely architectural heritage it takes away from the lived experiences of inmates and the broader social aspects around poor law policy. Also, understanding who built the workhouse and why encourages reflection on systems of welfare and support. Workhouses once embodied anxieties about dependency and financial issues but modern welfare debates often depend on similar themes of personal responsibility, state law and economic security. 
What are the strengths and weaknesses of Carmarthen workhouse? 
[bookmark: _Int_TuSCGhEM][bookmark: _Int_oM1Q6rCs]The workhouse offered a form of social safety in a time before modern welfare states. For people without money and stability, it rovided shelter, food, and basic medical care when alternatives were unavailable. Centralising poor relief under the Poor Law Union meant that Carmarthen workhouse represented a systematic approach to managing poverty and allocating resources across different parishes. Also, workhouse records are really helpful sources for historians and researchers because it provides insight into the health, occupations and lives of the less fortunate. On the other hand, the workhouse was deliberately made to feel uninviting so as to deter applicants. The conditions were rough; families were split apart and residents were subjected to intense labour which often heightened stigma rather than alleviating the hardships that people were going through. This framework highlights the lack of empathy shown towards the inmates at the workhouses. The institutional model strengthened marginalisation, leading to isolation the vulnerable population and deterred them from creating a friendly community or support networks. It also holds stigma that continued long after the workhouse stopped functioning in the 1930s. 

To conclude, Carmarthen workhouse is a symbolic testament to nineteenth century approaches to poverty, state responsibility and social order in Wales. Its bases in parish relief, the Poor Law reform and evolution into a Public Assistance Institution reflect a broader social and political shift and its existence in Carmarthen continues to inform the public of the history of Wales, despite the fire causing it to be inhabitable now.
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