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This poignant excerpt from "Lather and Nothing Else," a compelling short story by Hernando Téllez,
encapsulates a moment of intense internal conflict faced by the protagonist. It vividly portrays the
struggle between personal morality and duty, capturing the reader’s attention through the vivid
description of the barber’s trembling hands as he prepares to execute a moral choice. In this article,
we will explore the thematic depth, character dynamics, and moral dilemmas embedded in this
powerful excerpt, shedding light on the story’s enduring relevance.

Understanding the Context of "Lather and Nothing
Else"

The Setting and Background

- The story is set in Colombia during a time of political unrest.

- The protagonist, a barber, encounters a known enemy, Captain Torres, who is a ruthless police
officer involved in suppressing revolutionary activities.

- The narrative takes place within the confines of the barber’s shop, emphasizing themes of privacy,
moral choice, and the personal struggles faced in a tense political climate.

The Central Conflict

- The barber is faced with a moral dilemma: should he kill Captain Torres, whom he despises, or allow
him to leave unharmed?

- His decision is complicated by the fact that Torres is in his barber’s chair, vulnerable and trusting.

- The excerpt captures the moment of decision-making, highlighting the internal conflict that defines
the story.

The Significance of the Excerpt’s Language and



Imagery

Vivid Description of the Act of Shaving

- The phrase "I went on lathering his face" emphasizes the routine nature of the act, contrasting with
the internal tension.

- The act of shaving becomes a metaphor for the delicate balance between life and death, morality,
and duty.

The Symbolism of the Hands Trembling

- The trembling hands symbolize the protagonist’s inner turmoil and moral hesitation.
- This physical manifestation reflects the profound psychological conflict—the fear of killing versus the
duty to uphold justice or personal morality.

Use of Sensory Details

- The detailed depiction of touch, sensation, and physical movement immerses the reader into the
protagonist’s experience.
- Such imagery heightens the emotional intensity of the moment.

Analyzing the Moral Dilemma and Internal Conflict

The Ethical Tension

- The protagonist’s hesitation underscores the complexity of moral choices during wartime or political
upheaval.

- The question arises: is killing justified if it serves a greater purpose? Or does personal morality
always take precedence?

The Role of Personal Morality versus Duty

- The protagonist’s internal debate reflects a broader theme: the conflict between individual
conscience and societal or political duties.
- This dilemma is universal, resonating with anyone faced with morally ambiguous choices.

The Impact of Fear and Courage

- The trembling hands reveal not only fear but also latent courage—an internal battle between
succumbing to fear or acting according to one’s principles.



- The story suggests that moral strength often manifests in moments of vulnerability.

Thematic Analysis of "Lather and Nothing Else"

Themes of Identity and Self-Perception

- The barber’s internal struggle questions his identity: is he a murderer or a man of conscience?
- His actions reflect his self-perception—whether he sees himself as a protector or an assassin.

Morality and Ambiguity

- The story explores moral ambiguity, emphasizing that moral choices are rarely clear-cut.
- The protagonist’s hesitation illustrates the nuanced nature of ethics, especially under oppressive
regimes.

The Power of Choice

- The act of choosing whether to kill or spare Torres underscores the profound impact of individual
decisions.
- The story advocates for moral integrity, even amid danger and uncertainty.

Character Dynamics and Their Psychological Depth

The Protagonist (The Barber)

- Portrayed as a man caught between duty and morality.
- His trembling hands symbolize his human vulnerability and moral resolve.
- His internal conflict highlights the universal human experience of moral hesitation.

Captain Torres

- Represents authority, oppression, and the oppressive political regime.
- His vulnerability in the barber’s chair contrasts with his authoritative persona, emphasizing the
human aspect behind the villain.



The Power Dynamics

- The physical setting and positioning reflect the power imbalance—Torres has authority, but the
barber holds moral power.
- The internal conflict reveals that true power lies in moral choice, not physical dominance.

Implications and Broader Relevance

Historical and Political Significance

- The story reflects real-world scenarios where individuals must choose between compliance and
resistance.
- It underscores the personal cost of political activism and moral integrity.

Modern-Day Applications

- The themes remain relevant in contemporary contexts, such as whistleblowing, activism, and ethical
decision-making.
- The excerpt prompts reflection on how fear and morality influence our choices today.

Lessons from the Excerpt

- The importance of moral courage, even when faced with personal risk.
- Recognizing the human complexity behind acts of violence or resistance.
- The necessity of introspection when confronted with difficult ethical decisions.

Conclusion: The Power of Internal Conflict

The excerpt from "Lather and Nothing Else," with its vivid imagery and profound moral tension,
encapsulates the universal human struggle between conscience and duty. The trembling hands of the
barber symbolize the internal battle that defines human morality: the choice to act rightly despite fear
and uncertainty. Hernando Téllez masterfully portrays this internal conflict, reminding us that moral
courage often emerges in moments of vulnerability. The story continues to resonate because it
confronts fundamental questions about identity, morality, and the complexity of human decision-
making. As readers, we are invited to reflect on our own moral choices and the strength it takes to
uphold our principles in the face of adversity. Ultimately, the excerpt underscores that true courage
lies not in action alone but in the internal resolve to choose what is right—even when it is difficult.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the significance of the narrator's trembling hands
while lathering the barber's face?

The narrator's trembling hands illustrate his internal conflict and moral dilemma about whether to kill
the barber or spare his life, highlighting themes of conscience and duty.

How does the excerpt reflect the theme of moral ambiguity in
‘Lather and Nothing Else'?

The narrator's hesitation and trembling show the moral ambiguity he faces—being a revolutionary
and an assassin—depicting the complex choices between violence and morality.

What role does the setting play in intensifying the narrator’s
internal struggle?

The intimate setting of the barber's shop creates a tense, personal space where the narrator's moral
conflict becomes more immediate and visceral.

How does the narrator's profession as a barber influence the
story's themes?

As a barber, the narrator holds a position of trust and intimacy, which complicates his
decision—whether to betray that trust by killing or to uphold his moral integrity.

What does the excerpt reveal about the narrator’s sense of
identity and loyalty?

It shows his deep conflict between his loyalty to his revolutionary cause and his personal morality,
illustrating the struggle between political duty and individual conscience.

How does the use of sensory details, like lathering his face,
enhance the story's emotional impact?

The vivid description of lathering the face makes the scene more real and intense, emphasizing the
gravity of the narrator's decision and the physicality of his internal conflict.

What is the significance of the phrase 'my hands began to
tremble' in understanding the narrator’s character?

This phrase highlights his human vulnerability and moral conflict, showing that he is not a cold-
blooded assassin but a person grappling with a profound ethical dilemma.



Additional Resources

Read The Excerpt From "Lather And Nothing Else." | Went On Lathering His Face. My Hands Began To
Tremble - an evocative line that encapsulates the intense internal conflict and moral dilemma faced
by the protagonist in this compelling short story. This excerpt draws readers into a moment of moral
tension, highlighting the complex emotions involved in acts of violence, loyalty, and personal
conscience. In this guide, we will explore the context, themes, and literary significance of this excerpt,
offering a comprehensive analysis to deepen your understanding of the narrative and its underlying
messages.

Introduction: The Power of Internal Conflict in "Lather and Nothing Else"

The excerpt in question captures a pivotal moment in Hernando Téllez’s short story "Lather and
Nothing Else." This story revolves around a barber who is faced with a moral dilemma: should he kill
Captain Torres, a brutal military officer, or maintain his professional neutrality? The line "l went on
lathering his face. My hands began to tremble" vividly portrays the tension and uncertainty swirling
within the barber as he grapples with the impulse to act or abstain.

This scene exemplifies how internal conflict can serve as a powerful narrative device, emphasizing
themes of morality, identity, and the psychological toll of choices made under pressure. By analyzing
this excerpt, we can gain insight into the story’s broader messages about conscience, justice, and the
human condition.

Context of the Excerpt within the Story
Setting and Background

"Lather and Nothing Else" is set against the backdrop of a turbulent political landscape, likely in a
Latin American country during a period of military dictatorship or civil unrest. The protagonist, a
barber, operates in a small shop that becomes a stage for moral confrontation. Captain Torres, the
military officer, is known for his brutality and oppression, making him a symbol of tyranny in the
narrative.

The Moral Dilemma

The story's core revolves around the barber's internal conflict: he recognizes Captain Torres as a
villain but also understands that killing him would make him a murderer, and perhaps a worse person
than the oppressor. The barber's profession and personal integrity are put to the test as he
contemplates whether to take justice into his own hands.

The moment captured by the excerpt occurs during the act of shaving, a routine task transformed

into a tense ritual. The barber’s trembling hands symbolize the profound emotional and moral
struggle within him.

Literary Analysis of the Excerpt



Themes Explored
1. Moral Ambiguity and Conscience

The line "My hands began to tremble" signifies the internal battle between moral conviction and the
temptation to act violently. The barber’s hesitation underscores the ambiguity of morality—he is torn
between justice and morality, and the potential consequences of his actions.

2. The Power of Ordinary People in Political Conflict

This scene highlights how ordinary individuals, like the barber, are affected by and respond to political
violence. Their internal conflicts reveal that moral decisions in oppressive regimes are often fraught
with emotional turmoil.

3. The Routine and the Extraordinary

Lathering a face, a mundane act, becomes a metaphor for the thin line between everyday life and
moral crisis. The act of shaving transforms into a symbolic battleground where personal ethics are
tested.

Literary Devices Used

- Imagery: The detailed description of lathering and trembling hands paints a vivid picture of the
scene, emphasizing tension.

- Symbolism: The act of shaving symbolizes a choice—either to kill or to abstain—highlighting the
moral stakes.

- Internal Monologue: The narrative provides insight into the barber’s thoughts, allowing readers to
experience his internal conflict firsthand.

- Contrast: The calmness of the act of shaving contrasts sharply with the turmoil within, heightening
the emotional impact.

Deeper Dive: Analyzing the Moments Leading Up to the Excerpt

The Build-Up of Tension

Prior to this moment, the barber recognizes Captain Torres and is aware of his own moral dilemma.
He considers the implications of killing the officer—whether it aligns with his sense of justice or
whether it would make him a murderer.

The Decision to Act or Not

The story does not explicitly state what the barber ultimately decides, leaving it open-ended. This
ambiguity invites readers to reflect on their own moral perspectives and the complexity of justice.

Significance of the Moment
The act of lathering the face, coupled with trembling hands, encapsulates the universal human

experience of moral hesitation. It also emphasizes that moral choices often occur in routine settings,
making the internal conflict more relatable and profound.



Broader Themes and Messages
Justice versus Revenge

The story explores whether acts of violence are justified in the pursuit of justice. The barber’s internal
struggle mirrors the universal question of whether personal morality should override external
authority.

The Role of Professional Integrity

The profession of barbering serves as a metaphor for neutrality and service. The dilemma questions
whether professionals can remain passive in the face of injustice or if silence is complicity.

The Psychological Toll of Moral Decisions

The trembling hands symbolize the emotional and psychological strain of making morally charged
decisions. The story suggests that moral courage often comes at a personal cost.

Reflection and Critical Thinking
Questions for Readers

- What does the act of trembling reveal about the barber’s internal state?

- Do you believe the barber should have acted on his impulse? Why or why not?
- How does the setting influence the moral dilemma faced by the protagonist?

- Can routine acts, like shaving, serve as powerful symbols in literature? How?

Applying the Themes to Contemporary Issues

The internal conflict depicted in the excerpt resonates with modern dilemmas, such as
whistleblowing, activism, or standing up against injustice. The story encourages reflection on how
ordinary individuals confront moral challenges today.

Conclusion: The Power of "Lather and Nothing Else"

The excerpt "I went on lathering his face. My hands began to tremble" encapsulates the essence of
Hernando Téllez's story—a portrayal of the human struggle between morality and violence. Through
vivid imagery and internal monologue, the story invites readers to consider the complexities of
justice, the weight of conscience, and the profound impact of choices made in moments of crisis.

By understanding this scene within its broader context, we gain insight into the universal themes of
moral ambiguity and the human capacity for both violence and restraint. "Lather and Nothing Else"
remains a powerful reminder that beneath ordinary routines lie profound moral questions, and that
every individual faces moments where their integrity is put to the test.



Remember: Literature like "Lather and Nothing Else" challenges us to reflect on our own moral
compass and the choices we make in moments of uncertainty.
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