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"Death caused by drunk drivers” said Candy Lightner to People magazine, “Is the only socially 

acceptable form of homicide.”1 In and before 1980, drunk driving laws throughout the states were lax 

with sanctions that were as low as a few hours to none; Lightner was robbed by this injustice when her 

13-year-old daughter was killed by an intoxicated Clarence Busch who had been charged of DUI just 2 

days prior. She was enraged and stood up, quit her job, and formed M.A.D.D (mothers against drunk 

driving.) It was majorly disregarded at first, being a grassroots organization, but it quickly snowballed 

into the poster child of the cause with immense size and success.  

Clarence Busch spent 48 hours jail time for this offence.2 Is a life worth only 48 hours? Clearly there is 

fault in the legal system for such unethical punishments to be acceptable. In the US alone, 28 innocent 

people with families and friends are killed in DUI accidents daily.3 These regularly low sanctions flew 

past public knowledge until any faced individual injuries and deaths, as was the unaware Lightner. The 

grieving mother was filled with grief and fury subsequent to Busch’s sentencing when she had a moment 

of vision and envisioned an organization, MADD mothers against drunk drivers (the name was later 

changed.)4.   She stood up for the hundreds of thousands of lost children, mothers and fathers, victims, 

and for those yet to be killed and have but the justice of two days jail time for their perpetrator. 

Candy Lightner’s Time with M.A.D.D 

Unexpectedly, notable landmarks approached at a fast rate since MADD was first founded, growing out 

from local areas to a broad stretch across the globe. In 1981-82, Lightner took to action and 

unremittingly lobbied California Gov. Jerry Brown daily until he gave in to her requests creating stricter 

state penalties and injunctions for DUI offenders, as well as a state commission to which she was the 

first appointed.5  

1 Wilhelm, Maria. "A Grieving, Angry Mother Charges That Drunken Drivers Are  
     Getting Away with Murder." People, 29 June 1981. People, people.com/archive/  
     a-grieving-angry-mother-charges-that-drunken-drivers-are-getting-away-with-murder  
     -vol-15-no-25/. 
2 Ibid 
3 "The History of MADD Mothers against Drunk Driving Saves Lives."  
     www.sr22insurancequotes.org/history-of-madd/.  
4 "Carime Anne 'Cari' Lightner." Find a Grave, 4 Aug. 2009, www.findagrave.com/  
     cgi-bin/fg.cgi?page=gr&GRid=40253045 
5 Biography.com Editors. "Candy Lightner Biography." The Biography.com Website,  
     A&E Television Networks, 23 May 2016, www.biography.com/people/  
     candy-lightner-21173669. 



 
MADD branched off into hundreds of chapters and preached their message from the rooftops of 

California, finding many analogous accounts involving drunk drivers. And even then, 2 years after her 

death, Lightner burned with the pain of her daughter’s injustice shown through her intense devotion to 

her cause above everything else in her life, perhaps including her other living children. 

In 1983, a TV movie was made about the life and struggles of Lightner called M.A.D.D.: Mothers 

against Drunk Drivers. Aired on NBC, it gave MADD a boost in publicity that helped it to gain a rapid 

growth in size. Finally some of the public heard of the organization, and those inspired could help MADD 

get on its legs. Perhaps it helped in what came just a year after. 

In 1984 Lightner became a member of the National Commission of Drunk Driving after being 

requested to join by the current President, Ronald Reagan. The commission soon proposed to raise the 

minimum drinking age to 21. After asked, the president agreed with the suggestion and made a “law to 

cut federal highway grants for any state that didn’t increase its legal drinking age to 21.”3 (See Appendix 

1) This achievement still stands today as one of MADD’s greatest accomplishments for keeping hundreds 

of teens off the road, therefore saving the lives of thousands of people as the states slowly accepted the 

law. As the committee later said in 1985, “The efforts of grassroots citizen groups and enlightened 

public leaders at ·every level of government has proven that a common concern can provoke 

uncommon unity. Now, 37 states have this law due to MADD, the National Safety Council and other 

national and local groups that worked to secure this legislation.”6 

Finally in 1985, her career at MADD came to a stop. That year MADD was accused of misusing 

their money on fundraising more than advertising the cause and helping victims (as they were credited 

as a nonprofit grassroots organization.) Whether Lightner agreed with the allegations and didn’t want 

any more association with the organization, or wanted to go another way than MADD was headed, is up  

for debate.  

3 "The History of MADD Mothers against Drunk Driving Saves Lives."  
     www.sr22insurancequotes.org/history-of-madd/.  
6United States, Congress, National Commission against Drunk Driving. National  
     Commission against Drunk Driving. Government Printing Office, 1985,  
     www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/Digitization/100801NCJRS.pdf. 



 

But what is certain is that she split ways with Mothers against Drunk Driving that year. She continually 

advocated for anti-drunk driving even after she left later in 1990 writing a book about her grieving 

process called Giving Sorrow Words: How to Cope with Grief and Get on with Your Life.  

M.A.D.D after Lightner’s Departure 

 Subsequent to Lightner’s exit MADD’s relentless determination and passionate fury 

dropped slightly, but even still the organization attempted to continue to grow the roots of her fight 

against drunk drivers, save lives, and bring justice to victims. In 1988, there was what was reported 

to be “the nation’s worst alcohol-related crash.” A drunken individual sped down a road in Kentucky and 

collided with a full school bus. Almost 30 children were killed and countless more were severely injured 

leaving hundreds of family members in bitter grief, one of whom later became a president of MADD. 

This gruesome news shocked the entire nation and brought awareness of the cause to state governors 

and officials, and at last all states elevated the minimum drinking age to 21. Funny that such a success 

comes from such a horrific tragedy.  In addition to that accomplishment, in the year 1994, DUI fatalities 

reached an all-time-low in the US; 13,390. 

 In following years, MADD shifted focus to encompass anti-underage drinking, creating many 

advertisements targeted at teens, depicting the hazard of drinking at parties (see appendix 2.) Slowly, 

MADD seems to be having a more Neo- Prohibitionist motive to the original vision of its founder, 

Lightner.7 “I didn’t start MADD to deal with alcohol. I started MADD to deal with the issue of drunk 

driving.” As said earlier, MADD’s divergence from its founder were from the accusations of increased 

fundraising which still stood true following her leave. Still they have made changes Lightner would have 

probably fully accepted their victim impact panel and increased support to those wronged by drunk 

  



 

drivers. Despite this, the heart of the organization and its original passion shine through the 

questionable changes expressed over the years. 

 In the year 2000 MADD on its 20th anniversary, displayed its independence and 

growth since 1985 when Lightner left. Much like the law signed in the 80s raising the minimum age for 

alcohol consumption, MADD lowered the BAC (blood alcohol content) required for arrest to 0.08. Again 

it was signed by a president. This time Clinton authorized the papers. And soon the states started 

adopting the 0.08 standard. Moreover, since the birth of the organization, drunken driving fatalities had 

dropped an astounding 40%, or thousands of innocent people. MADD, at this point, is the most 

substantially recognized anti-drunk driving association nationally and is one of the most successful 

grassroots organizations ever. Celebration was well deserved; a mighty battle had just been won.  

M.A.D.D’s Impact on Our Nation’s View of Drunk Driving 

 All the way back in 1980 drunk driving is an accident, those under the influence of 

alcohol were all but slaves to it and utterly un-responsible for actions taken while under its effects. A 

consequential death or two wasn’t their fault, just a bad accident. Not now. Not today. MADD says 

otherwise. Social norms change based on trends and discoveries; the social acceptance of DUI has 

become crime not accident. A crime must be taken to court and those accused must receive sanctions 

base upon the crime committed. Drunk driving is reckless manslaughter. The general public looks down 

on drunk drivers like Clarence Busch who kill 13-year-old girls intentionally or not. Our youth are 

educated on the effects alcohol has on people and to never drink and drive lowering the drunk drivers of 

the next generation. Today, MADD is globally recognized for its patriotic efforts against drunken driving 

and our shaped planet today.  

  



 

MADD is respected for its drive and all the more is inspired by its message and decides to join the 

organization even if they have never had the hardship of a drunken driving crash. State and national 

governments have experience with MADD’s law requests which have changed what was considered 

right to what we think is wrong. Today drunk driving isn’t the socially acceptable form of homicide it 

once was just a normal justifiable occurrence…because of MADD. 

 MADD is the fury and passion of hundreds of grieving mothers who stood up for the 

rights of their children and family who suffered a fate as painful as murder. But it was ignored by the 

legal system because of the easy money they make off DUI fines, and because it was only an “accident.” 

The organization challenged this terrible injustice with relentless determination and success, dispersing 

their message throughout the world. They created hundreds of laws maximizing sanctions, lowering the 

amount of intoxicated on the roads, and educating the youth. Mothers against Drunk Driving save lives. 

 Because of this organization’s effort, an overlooked crime has been brought out 

before the legal system and many lives have been saved. 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix 1 

 This shows Candy Lightner by President Ronald Reagan’s side as he signs the paper allowing 

states to raise the minimum drinking age to 21. 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix 2 

An advertisement made by MADD to discourage underage drinking. 
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