Why do we need to write about bodies and women's bodies in particular? Because nobody told me that I would bleed for up to six weeks after giving birth. Or that breastfeeding would hurt and that if I got grazed nipples my baby would drink blood with his milk. In 1976 Helene Cixcus, the French feminist writer and scholar said, you must write yourself. Your body must be heard, and this is what I do. I write my body because nobody else will, because as women there is an expectation still, that we will keep ourselves nice and that our insides will stay in.

Julia Kristeva, a contemporary of Cixcus, calls this the maintenance of the clean and proper body. The clean and proper body's opposite is the abject. The abject is that reflex in all of us that tries to keep the boundaries between inside and outside clear. For Kristeva, the abject is the skin that forms on the top of cooling milk, the involuntary gag as she tries to swallow it. For me, there is nothing more abject than birth. That moment when the inside is so thoroughly out. There is no escaping it. I embrace the abject. I refuse the stories that require me to maintain a clean and proper body. And I invite the people who read me to do the same.

Many second wave feminists tried to redress gender imbalance by moving away from bodies and the reproducing body in particular. They dreamed of artificial wombs that would free women from the drudgery of pregnancy, birth and child rearing. I'm a feminist, but I do not want a metal womb. I write my body, because as a woman, I wish somebody had told me this: You will bleed and ache and fall. You will stand and run and roll. You will write. By writing the history of this body, its surgeries and falls, labours and births, bruises, tears, all of the ways it leaks, I'm throwing light at the abject, I am asking you to see. I'm inviting each of you to tell me your story, to unhide, to reject the clean and proper, to stand in the bright day and speak.

This thesis is my body written, but open its pages and you will find yourself. I dream that a young woman will read this body written, and labour and birth and say this: I knew to expect this much blood, that rolling pain, all of the ways in which I can open and then close. I read one body laid down over pages, and somebody told me this. Thank you.

