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Mario Cuomo speech at Notre Dame focused on abortion
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Looking back at landmark 1984 speech on faith, abortion and public service

Margaret Fosmoe South Bend Tribune

South Bend Tribune

SOUTH BEND — Former New York Gov. Mario Cuomo gave a landmark speech in 1984 saying Catholic
politicians who personally opposed abortion, as he did, could rightly support the right of a woman to have an
abortion.

He gave that speech at the University of Notre Dame.

"I protect my right to be a Catholic by preserving your right to believe as a Jew, a Protestant or nonbeliever,
or as anything else you choose," Cuomo said at Notre Dame, according to South Bend Tribune archives.
"We know that the price of seeking to force our beliefs on others is that they might someday force theirs on
us."

In the speech, Cuomo said that banning abortion is "not a plausible possibility and even if it could be
obtained, it wouldn't work." Instead, he said that the way to end abortion is to address its root causes,
especially poverty. It is wrong for Catholics and people of other faiths to impose their religious dogma on
others through law, the governor said.

During the speech, Cuomo described himself as "an old-fashioned Catholic who sins, regrets, struggles,
worries, gets confused and most of the time feels better after confession."

Cuomo, a lifelong Catholic, died Thursday in New York at age 82.

The speech "had a good deal of impact," recalled Walt Collins, of South Bend, who at the time was editor of
Notre Dame Magazine, the university's alumni magazine. "It was highly controversial."

There were some who didn't feel Cuomo should have been invited to speak on campus, Collins said. "Like
any issue, there were people on both sides," he said. The alumni magazine reported on the Cuomo speech,
including putting the New York governor on the cover of an issue.

Cuomo's talk at Notre Dame came two months after he rose to national prominence when he delivered the
keynote speech at the Democratic National Convention, a speech in which he depicted President Ronald
Reagan as having turned his back on struggling Americans.

Jack Colwell, then The Tribune's political writer, heard both speeches in person.
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"This was a different Mario Cuomo," Colwell said of the Notre Dame address.

The speech at the Democratic convention was a straight political address that succeeded in its goal of 
drawing strong tears and applause throughout, Colwell said. Cuomo's speech at Notre Dame was different, 
although both addresses displayed the governor's eloquence and rhetorical strength, he said.

The Notre Dame speech was thoughtful and starkly different in tone, drawing almost no reaction from the 
audience until the end, Colwell said. 

In that era, Cardinal John O'Connor, archbishop of New York, was warning Catholic politicians that they 
risked excommunication if they supported abortion rights.

Before the speech in Washington Hall, Cuomo sat on the stage next to then-Notre Dame President Rev. 
Theodore M. Hesburgh. Prior to the speech, Hesburgh said a primary role of the university is to provide a 
forum for discussion. "It doesn't mean that anyone who comes is going to be agreed with," the priest said.

Outside Washington Hall that evening, there were clusters of picketers carrying signs saying "Cuomo is 
using Notre Dame" and "Coward: One who is personally opposed but..."  When Cuomo finished his speech, 
students and other audience members gave him a standing ovation.

Cuomo and Hesburgh appeared together live from South Bend on the ABC news show "Nightline" that night. 
On the show, Cuomo said while he was giving the speech the audience members were so quiet he wasn't 
sure how they were taking his message.

Read the full text of Cuomo's 1984 Notre Dame
speech: archives.nd.edu/episodes/visitors/cuomo/cuomo.html

Watch a video of the speech at: www.c-span.org/video/?124642-1/political-speech
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