
Domestic violence and property 
grabbing 

In Malawi, domestic violence and violations 
of inheritance rights are commonplace. 
Many Malawian men regard women as their 
property. When a husband dies, his side 
of the family often takes “his” property—
house, furniture and goods—and leaves 
the widow and her children with nothing. 
In order to survive, mothers sometimes 
have few alternatives aside from seeking 
early marriage for their daughters or 
turning to prostitution, which increases 
exposure to violence and HIV.

In addition to cultural perceptions of 
women as second class citizens, some laws 
in Malawi are in direct contradiction of the country’s constitution, and destructive practices are 

often condoned by the very people who are meant to 
protect the populace. These problems are exacerbated 
by an absence of legal documents. In Malawi, less than 
1% of the population uses wills.

The CRS response

Catholic Relief Services (CRS) recognizes that domestic 
violence and violations of inheritance rights are signs 
of deeper structural inequalities and that change 
begins with education and depends on the enthusiasm 
and commitment of a wide range of social actors. To 
help address these inequalities, CRS organized 164 
volunteers in the administrative district of Ntcheu. 
From October 2005 to September 2008, participants 
worked with victims, perpetrators and institutions 
to help change the attitudes, values and cultural 
practices that victimize women and children.

The program sought to raise awareness about conflict 
management, human rights, inheritance rights and 
related issues. Volunteers were trained to provide 
paralegal assistance in the preparation of wills and to 
help mediate domestic disputes in Catholic and non-
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CRS facilitated discussions about inheritance rights and human rights, 
helping to legitimize discussions about domestic violence and property 
grabbing. David Snyder/CRS.

Malawian inheritance customs often force widows and their children out of their 
homes. CRS worked with communities to change such practices. Peter Kaizer/CRS.



Catholic communities. Participants produced 
and disseminated materials on the inheritance 
act, the importance of wills, women’s and 
children’s rights and the roles of traditional 
leaders in promoting constructive cultural 
practices.

During the project, CRS engaged in dialogues 
with traditional and religious leaders, the 
mwinimbumba (male leaders of family 
clans), teachers, police, women, youth and 
other stakeholders. CRS also held symposia 
and clinics with men’s groups to facilitate 
discussions about cultural practices that 
victimize women.

Results

The project began the process of promoting 
and legitimizing open discussions about 
domestic violence and property grabbing. 
Despite a number of challenging conditions, 
participants reported positive results.

The project reached 5,637 women with 
information on inheritance rights and 183,050 
community members with human rights 
information. By a margin of 2 to 1, women in 
two of the targeted parishes believed that 
domestic violence had diminished during the 
course of the project. All of the women who 
were interviewed stated that they believed 
the courts had improved their handling of 
domestic violence.

Traditional leaders increasingly accepted 
paralegals as valuable resources rather than as 

Looking Ahead

The long-standing and deeply ingrained cultural practices that the program sought to change 
will undoubtedly require more than one program, but participants brought about many 
positive changes in Ntcheu. Their efforts have not only strengthened the position of women 
and children but also laid the foundation for further improvements.

threats to their authority. Eighty-nine percent 
of leaders who were interviewed reported that 
they had prepared and implemented plans 
for discouraging practices that infringe on 
women’s and children’s rights.

Seventy cases of property grabbing were 
reported to paralegals, and three fifths of 
those cases were resolved. A total of 116 
other cases, which mainly involved domestic 
violence, were reported to paralegals, and 
71% were resolved.

Women reported that the program improved their lives. David Snyder/CRS.


