Ilya Kharkow on queer writing, exile and creative freedom
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Writer Ilya Kharkow speaks about queer literature, individualist anarchism, exile and the pressure of wartime politics, arguing that fiction should preserve awkward, sensual and ordinary experiences rather than retreat into safe formulas.
Essential Takeaways
Literature as experience: Kharkow rejects rigid genres and prefers writing that feels physical, untidy and intensely personal.
A queer perspective: His work explores desire, intimacy and privilege without reducing gay characters to symbols of victimhood.
War and coercion: Exile and opposition to forced military service have become unavoidable threads in his writing.
Individualist outlook: His ideas sit close to individualist anarchism, which places personal freedom above imposed collective identities.
Ordinary details matter: Libraries, laundry baskets and quiet rooms can inspire him as powerfully as politics or sex.
He wants books to feel lived in
Kharkow's most striking idea is that a book shouldn't merely deliver a plot. It should leave the reader with the texture of another life, including its sweat, awkward pauses and less polished corners. According to the interview published by The Anarchist Library, he sees literature as an experience rather than a neatly engineered sequence of events.
That approach gives his writing a deliberately tactile quality. He isn't interested in sanding away embarrassment or making desire respectable before placing it on the page. Instead, he invites readers into situations that may feel intimate, funny or uncomfortable, sometimes all at once.
The result is a view of fiction that's closer to entering a stranger's room than watching a carefully lit film. You may not approve of every detail, but you can still recognise the human mess inside it.
Queer writing without the usual script
Kharkow describes himself as a gay writer, but resists the expectation that queer literature must always argue for basic acceptance. He says he is more interested in privilege, pleasure and the particular freedoms that can emerge from refusing conventional ideas of normality.
That distinction matters. Much LGBTQ+ writing is understandably shaped by discrimination, yet a life cannot be reduced to the hostility surrounding it. Kharkow's stated ambition is broader: he wants gay characters to have sex, make mistakes, be vain, be tender and behave badly, just like everyone else in fiction.
His position also echoes individualist anarchism, a tradition that challenges authority and resists the demand to subordinate personal identity to a group or state. Reference material on the philosophy commonly emphasises autonomy and self-direction, ideas that help explain Kharkow's suspicion of official labels, cultural ownership and literary rules.
Exile has changed the subject, not ended the work
War sits heavily behind Kharkow's account of writing. He describes leaving Ukraine, fearing both Russian attacks and coercive state power, and worrying that military pressure could force men into a choice between imprisonment and combat. The Anarchist Library's wider collection on the Russian invasion of Ukraine places those concerns within a broader debate about dissent, nationalism and wartime authority.
Yet he doesn't want war to consume his imagination. His work also reaches towards open relationships, migration, cultural difference and the unpredictable comedy of dating in unfamiliar places. That mixture is important because displacement isn't only a political condition. It's also a sequence of rented rooms, new friendships, odd encounters and the quiet effort of making a life from scratch.
For readers, the practical lesson is simple: a writer shaped by conflict doesn't have to produce only testimony. Sometimes the most defiant act is to keep noticing pleasure, humour and ordinary beauty.
Why awkwardness can be more powerful than polish
Kharkow's stories appear to thrive on the details most writers might be tempted to remove. A coin bought at a flea market, an unremarkable laundry basket or a view from a library window becomes charged with memory because it carries private meaning.
That method creates a useful contrast with much contemporary culture, where identity is often presented in tidy, highly shareable forms. His work seems to prefer the uncaptioned moment: the object that means everything to one person and nothing to anyone else.
This is where his eroticism becomes literary rather than merely provocative. Desire is treated as observation, memory and vulnerability. The body matters, but so do the surroundings, the silences and the slightly ridiculous circumstances that make intimacy feel real.
A literary voice that refuses to behave
Kharkow's tone is deliberately unruly. He mixes political argument with sexual candour, self-mockery and flashes of lyricism, then refuses to apologise for the combination. That refusal is central to his appeal, particularly for readers tired of writing that arrives pre-sorted into respectable categories.
His relationship with Ukrainian publishing, as described in the interview, also shows how cultural institutions can narrow the space available to writers who don't fit linguistic, political or social expectations. Individualist anarchist ideas offer one way to read that conflict: the writer's responsibility is first to the truth of personal experience, not to a prescribed national image.
There is a risk in that approach, of course. Provocation can become a pose, and personal freedom can sometimes overlook other people's boundaries. But Kharkow's strongest work seems to understand that discomfort isn't automatically depth. The point is to make readers feel, think and question, not simply to shock them.
His outlook is ultimately less about being outrageous than about staying unmanageable. In a world that keeps asking writers to represent a nation, a movement or an identity group, he insists on remaining a complicated person.
That may be the most convincing argument for his kind of literature. It leaves room for politics, desire, fear, humour and the plain details of daily life to exist together.
A free imagination rarely arrives in a tidy package.
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