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 Hegel's Absolute: An Introduction to Reading "The Phenomenology of Spirit." Donald Phillip Verene . Albany: State University of New York Press, 2007. Pp. 131. $19.95 pbk. 10: 0791469646.
 
  I like this little book very much. The Phenomenology of Spirit is certainly one of the most daunting texts of the tradition, often seeming simply impenetrable—particularly on a first reading. Donald Verene sets out to provide some footholds, and I think he succeeds admirably. He spends much of his time focusing on the dialectical interplay(s) to be found within the first two major sections of the text, "Consciousness" and "Self-Consciousness." Verene argues that an understanding of the dialectical interplay between these sections (and likewise between the subsections within them) holds out the key to the logical structure of the movement that proceeds inexorably toward Spirit's ultimate moment of self-knowing as Absolute. Personally, I think he is right about this, but right or wrong, he offers an extremely useful way of making one's way into Hegel's thinking. It is also in these sections that I believe Hegel makes his most serious mistakes, but that is equally neither here nor there in respect to Verene's suggestions as he is not trying [End Page 140] to present a critique. His book is rather intended as an encouragement to the reader of The Phenomenology to take Hegel on his own terms, seeking to follow the path that Hegel believes Spirit travels in the midst of its unfolding autobiography. Time enough thereafter for critiques of Hegel's understanding of all of this.
 The first task (if one is truly to profit from reading The Phenomenology) is just to try to see why Hegel thinks as he does. Embedding the Hegelian project in the philosophical and cultural context of the early nineteenth century, while at the same time drawing on disparate parts of the tradition to help to elucidate his points, Verene provides a rich framework within which to take up this task. While he is not primarily engaged in commentary or exegesis—a full version of either of which would require a much more involved and lengthy work—Verene does certainly provide original ideas about the nature and structure of The Phenomenology and about Hegel's project as a whole. Intentionally opening Hegel to a variety of possible readings, Verene's suggestions emerge from his own distinctive understanding of the logical structure of the Hegelian dialectic. In rejecting the most conventional understanding of that structure (that is, the notion that the third moment always draws the apparent contrariety of the first two together in a thoroughgoing mediation), Verene suggests a reading of Hegel that must remain open in order to be true to the nature of dialectical logic. In the end, as an interpretation of Hegel, I disagree. I have always been inclined to read The Phenomenology as the experiential unfolding of the fundamental categories of The Science of Logic. So far, I think Verene would agree. However, I do not see in the Logic any ontological underpinning for a genuinely open dialectic. I think its categories are fixed in place by the final assertion of the Absolute Idea, leaving no room for genuine development. The view represented by the self-reflective voice that recognizes the naïveté of Sense Certainty is I think unavoidably a view from the perspective of Absolute Knowing. While from the naive perspective of Sense-Certainty itself, there is the (apparent) possibility of logical development, I do not believe that the nature of what Hegel means by Absolute Knowing allows for any but illusory logical development.
 But, again, there is time enough for such disagreements once readers have a sufficient grasp of The Phenomenology to engage in them. And Verene's primary goal—as he says from the start—is to try to provide such a grasp. As a suggestion about a position to adopt while trying to make sense of Hegel, I consider Verene's very sensible not least because it encourages a certain open-mindedness on the part of the reader consonant with that which Verene...
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