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What is Entailment, and Why Does It Matter?

To a modern reader, the Bennet family's financial anxiety can seem disproportionate, even hysterical. Mrs.

Bennet's obsessive matchmaking, Mr. Bennet's weary cynicism, the daughters' constant awareness of

their marriage prospects — all of it becomes comprehensible once one understands the English law of

entailment, the invisible legal mechanism that governs every page of Pride and Prejudice.

1. The Fee Tail: What the Law Actually Said

An entail (or fee tail) was a legal restriction placed on the inheritance of real property — typically a landed

estate — that required it to pass only to a specified class of heirs, usually direct male descendants. Once

an estate was entailed, the current owner could not sell it, bequeath it freely, or leave it to daughters. Upon

his death, it passed automatically to the nearest qualifying male relative, however distant.

Entails had existed in English law since the Statute De Donis Conditionalibus in 1285, and while they were

frequently 'barred' (legally broken) by wealthy families in the 18th century through a legal fiction called a

'common recovery,' the Bennet entail — for reasons the novel never fully explains — has not been broken.

The result is catastrophic for the five daughters.

2. The Bennet Entail in Detail

Longbourn, the Bennet family estate in Hertfordshire, is entailed to the male line — specifically, in the

absence of a male Bennet heir, to Mr. Collins, a distant cousin. Mr. Bennet's income of £2,000 per annum

is entirely tied to the estate. Mrs. Bennet has only £4,000 in personal capital (yielding perhaps £160 per

year in interest). When Mr. Bennet dies, the family loses the house, the income, and the social position

simultaneously.

"Mr. Bennet's property consisted almost entirely in an estate of two thousand a year,

which, unfortunately for his daughters, was entailed in default of heirs male, on a

distant relation."

— Narrator, Chapter 1

Austen presents this information in the very first chapter — before we even know the daughters' names.

This structural choice signals that the entailment is not backstory but the novel's central dramatic engine.

Everything that follows flows from this legal fact.

3. Mr. Collins: The Human Face of the Entail

Mr. Collins is the entail made flesh — the walking embodiment of a system that punishes daughters for the

accident of their sex. His proposal to Elizabeth is simultaneously a legal offer of security and a moral

affront: he is proposing to give back, as charity, what the law will give him as right.
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"And now nothing remains for me but to assure you in the most animated language of

the violence of my affection. To fortune I am perfectly indifferent, and shall make no

demand of that nature on your father, since I am well aware that it could not be

complied with; and that one thousand pounds in the 4 per cents, which will not be

yours till after your mother's decease, is all that you may ever be entitled to."

— Mr. Collins, Chapter 19

Note Collins's precise accounting of Elizabeth's worth: £1,000 at 4% = £40 per year upon Mrs. Bennet's

death. This is the income of a barely respectable single woman in 1813. Collins frames this as indifference

to fortune; Austen frames it as condescension. The entailment strips these women of agency and Collins

treats their poverty as his generosity.

4. Charlotte Lucas's Pragmatic Response

Charlotte Lucas's acceptance of Collins's proposal is the novel's most unsentimental acknowledgment of

what the entailment means in practice. Charlotte has no illusions — she is 27, not wealthy, and not

beautiful by conventional standards. She makes a rational calculation that a secure home matters more

than romantic feeling.

"I am not romantic, you know. I never was. I ask only a comfortable home; and

considering Mr. Collins's character, connections, and situation in life, I am convinced

that my chance of happiness with him is as fair as most people can boast on entering

the marriage state."

— Charlotte Lucas, Chapter 22

Austen does not condemn Charlotte. She presents her choice with compassion and clarity: in a world

defined by entailment, Charlotte's pragmatism is not a failure of romanticism but a lucid survival strategy.

The entail doesn't just threaten the Bennets — it shapes every unmarried woman's calculus in the novel.

5. Why Mr. Bennet Didn't Break the Entail

A wealthy landowner in 1813 could have broken an entail through legal mechanisms. The fact that Mr.

Bennet did not do so is a quiet indictment of his character. He is intelligent but passive, witty but

irresponsible. His failure to secure his daughters' futures — legally possible, simply effortful — is the

novel's most pointed criticism of benign paternal neglect. He retreats to his library; his daughters face the

consequences.

"Had Elizabeth's opinion been all drawn from her own family, she could not have

formed a very pleasing picture of conjugal felicity or domestic comfort."

— Narrator, Chapter 5
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The entailment, ultimately, is Austen's vehicle for examining two failures simultaneously: a legal system

that treats women as property-adjacent, and individual men who accept that system rather than fighting it.

Elizabeth's triumph — marrying Darcy — is the one outcome that liberates her family from both failures at

once.
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