Inside and Outside Time: Feminist Philosophy, Phenomenology, and the Temporal Politics of the “Biological Clock”

In this paper, I use 1) insights from secondary literature in social science of medicine and feminist philosophy on motherhood, sexuality, and pregnant embodiment and 2) conceptual resources in Phenomenology, especially the work of Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of perception to a) examine the temporal politics of the uniquely gendered metaphor of the “biological clock” and b) to offer an original phenomenological iteration of the experience of time as “running out”, an experience that has received no philosophical treatment in phenomenology and is underexplored in feminist philosophy. The paper unfolds in three parts: drawing from secondary sources and insights from feminist philosophy, part one offers a brief genealogy of the metaphor of the “biological clock”. Part two uses phenomenological description to bring to articulacy the experience of “running out of time,” arguing that there can be no full comprehension of this experience without understanding its historical and political roots. Part three concludes the paper with some reflections on new directions phenomenology might take in its aim to describe experience as it is lived. 
Part one draws on secondary literature in social science of medicine on fertility, reproduction, and offers a brief genealogy of the “biological clock”. The metaphor of the “biological clock” was first introduced in a 1978 issue of the Washington Post in an attempt to capture a generation’s social anxiety of delayed childbearing by middle-class and professional women. During the same period, novel medical research on the decline of fertility with age, especially among women thirty-five and over, only further heightened the anxiety that a certain class of women were losing out on the experience of motherhood (Healey, 2016). I propose that what was initially a social-cultural crisis has now silently transformed into a widespread socio-cultural background norm. The “biological clock” has not only had long lasting consequences for how our society thinks about reproduction and the power of technology to extend or even “turn back” time. I propose it has also played a structuring role in shaping women’s experiences of the time of their lives. Though not every woman will go on to experience the “ticking” of their biological clock, and among those who do the experience may be differently inflected, culture and politics have played a role in shaping this experience often taken as natural. 
Part two draws on conceptual resources in Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s magnum opus Phenomenology of Perception, especially the chapter entitled “Temporality”, to offer an original phenomenological iteration of the experience of what it means to feel that one’s time is “running out”.  In order to do this, I first show, following Merleau-Ponty, that experienced time always has a sense (meaning and direction) that does not unfold along a string of self-contained moments but rather has a narrative structure. We can see this structure in our experience of time on any given day: time when we wake up in the morning might feel like an open expanse, ours to make something of; as the night falls we might feel like time is drawing to the end of something. Because experienced time does not flow unidirectionally, the reverse thesis is also true: if the glow of an evening offers something promissory, the hours of the day might drag along, flat to the light of promise ahead. The point to recognize in this simple description is that the lived sense of our lives ineluctably takes on a temporal orientation. 
Putting these conceptual resources to work, I analyze the experience of “running out of time” and the relation of time and possibility that defines this sense. I argue that the experienced time of the biological clock is oriented by a feeling of life contracted into the urgency of a “now”, a present possibility. One feels the future as a weight in present experience rather than as an open meaning-horizon one desirously and unreflectively surges towards. I call this experience being haunted by the future. To be haunted by the future is to no longer live it at a distance but to feel it noticeably ingressing into the present as a limit such that what we see in the present is a portrait of time one may no longer live out. A temporal compression of life mirrors a worldly contraction of possible routes of action in as much as one’s capacity to expressively extend oneself is subordinated to the exigencies of the body and one’s passivity to it. The contours of one’s relationships with others may also change. The weight of this future cannot simply be shrugged away or easily re-imagined. The “biological clock” is not wholly detached from the bodily vehicle of its expression. It speaks to something universal and all too real about our bodies. Our natural bodies have their own temporal pulsations that are precisely not a matter of our volitional selves: the finite, cyclical rhythms of our digestive and respiratory system, as well as our reproductive system. At the same, I conclude, the experience of “time running out” tends to conceal the political and social dynamics at stake in it, covering over what is in fact a complex social and economic problem. 
I conclude by arguing that the oriented sense of lived time cannot be studied in an individualized way and phenomenology can no longer be simply satisfied with first-personal and intersubjective description. Rather phenomenology must aim to bring to visibility the invisible ways complex social, institutional, and historical histories shape even our most private, intimate, and ostensibly natural experiences of the time of our lives. My paper contributes to a burgeoning effort within phenomenology to broaden the purview and import of phenomenological concerns as well as address the experience of the “biological clock” that feminist philosophy has left largely unexplored. 
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