Ukraine / Poland Tamara Hovorun

Through the iron curtain

“Love is eternal, to be suppressed by nothing and no one”. It was hard for the young Tamara Hovorun to believe these words, living in the Sovjet regime behind the Iron Curtain. After the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991, psychologists as well liberated themselves. Tamara had become one of them, studying the warmth of love before and after the Cold War. 

Psychology is a tradition in my family. My father was a psychologist, and I, in turn, passed the profession to my daughter. I am proud to be part of the very first cohort of psychologists to graduate from the Kyiv National University (Ukraine) in the early 70s. I am incredibly grateful to my professors who, under the enormous pressure of the Soviet ideology and without any access to the works of their international colleagues, did their best to give us well-rounded knowledge of the discipline. My professional discovery of love started through philosophy. As an undergraduate student, I was fascinated by the fact that love was a focal point of many philosophical worldviews, and that sexual love was at the origin of not only an individual, but also humanity. One quote that stuck with me through the years belongs to a Ukrainian philosopher Hryhorij Skovoroda, “Love is eternal, to be suppressed by nothing and no one.”

Suppression of love

I came to fully appreciate the wisdom of these words later on in my professional career. The time was mid-1980s, the period of “perestroika” and the lifting of the iron curtain. An important part of the process, which is often overlooked by the outsiders, was the rehabilitation of love, specifically the sexual and homosexual love. Homosexuality was removed as a criminal offense from the statute of laws, allowing scores of couples to come to terms with their feelings. Sexuality, too, was slowly shedding its taboo status, making way for the much needed but often uncomfortable societal discourse. At that time, I had professional practice at the Kyiv Center for Sexology and Family Counseling and became a witness to the flood of clients who felt liberated and inspired by the shift in ideology. The most important lesson I learned in working with the people who came through my doors is that love was often the only thing that helped them stay physically and emotionally strong in the times of repression. I still remember talking to one couple – two women in their mid-40s – and asking them if either had ever regretted not being of the opposite gender. They responded in unison that they loved each other for exactly who each one was, and that their feelings had sheltered them from years of scorn and discrimination. I learned that attempts of the society to suppress love, be it sexual expression of love or homosexuality, have failed. Love will always rebound, as strong as ever.

Freedom of choices
The further democratization of the Ukrainian society has brought with it the democratization of love. My research shows that people of my generation subscribe to the doctrine that love follows the formula of ½ + ½ = 1. In other words, love is a union of people who depend on and complement each other. In contrast, the generation of my daughter has come to endorse a new formula, 1+1=2. Love is a partnership of self-sufficient individuals who are together because of the want rather than the need. Love is once again about the freedom of choices. 
Through professional experience of working with couples and learning their love stories came another important realization – the ability to sacrifice oneself for the wellbeing of the other is a signpost of true and mature love. I recall extended psychotherapy with a married couple where a husband fell in love with another woman but wanted to stay committed to the marriage and rekindle the feelings for his wife. When the therapy was coming to an end and the harmony seemed to have been restored, the wife announced she wanted a divorce. Shocked, I asked for an explanation. “I love him as much as I used to…perhaps even more. But I want at least one of us to be happy.” The love was motivating the wife to set her husband free to discover a new kind of happiness, this time with someone else. Willingness to sacrifice oneself for the wellbeing of the other is a signpost of true and mature love.
As a practitioner and a researcher, I come to the conclusion time and again that love is incompatible with any kind of forcefulness and suppression, be it interpersonal or societal. It is impossible to make someone fall in love with you. It is equally impossible for the society to dictate what love is and is not. Much like the quote from my student youth, love is an antithesis to suppression, an eternal force that continues to liberate and inspire. 
Quote: “Love will always rebound”

The keys:

· Attempts of the society to suppress love, be it sexual expression of love or homosexuality, have failed. Love will always rebound, as strong as ever.

· Love is about the freedom of choices. It is a partnership of self-sufficient individuals who are together because of the want rather than the need.

· Willingness to sacrifice oneself for the wellbeing of the other is a signpost of true and mature love.
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