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Preface 
The Motorcycle Diaries is a film about two friends who decide that 
experience is the best teacher. As Alberto and Ernesto set off on an 

adventure through a changing world, they must decide: can they ever go 
back to the way they once lived?  

This resource is about more than just understanding a film. We will 
explore historical myths, political ideologies, and revolutionary passion. 

We will think about the differences between emotion and action, and ask ourselves what it means to 
take sides. We will explore what it means to step out of our comfort zones, and we will see what 
happens when we do. 

Think about what you would do in the situations the movie’s protagonist, Ernesto, encounters. 
Think about the options he had, the choices he made, and the consequences he experiences. Perhaps 
there are comparable situations in your own life. Ernesto and Alberto stepped into a world where the 
forces of tyranny met the forces of resistance, where poverty clashed with greed, peoples’ lives with 
power, and self-interest with bravery and sacrifice. Keep these conflicts in mind as you analyze your 
own reactions and positions.   

There is not much difference between a revolutionary and the everyday man. All it takes to cross that 
line is to look at the world and think, “What should be different?” Our daily lives present us with 
endless chances to engage in the world, to raise our voices and join with others who are doing the 
same. We can look at The Motorcycle Diaries as one particular person’s story, or we can look at it as 
an example of how to open ourselves up to our capacity to make a difference. 

The road is long, and there are many obstacles standing in our path. Here’s to blazing our own trails 
and creating our own maps to navigate the journey. 

Safe travels, 
 
 

Riley MacLeod 
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 I. Context 

While The Motorcycle Diaries is a work of fiction, it is based on 
two real-life people and their real adventures. Film can be a great 

way to make a true story more engaging, but it is important to 
understand the context for the tale.  

 
Though The Motorcycle Diaries is fictional, it references many real people, places, and happenings. In 
order to get the most out of the film, we will look at some key events recreated on the big screen. 
This section will introduce you to some facts about the “real” Ernesto “Che” Guevara, the book he 
wrote, and how this reality—plus the myths surrounding Che—influenced the movie’s reception. 

A Note on Names 

Che, Ernesto, El Fuser—who? In this resource, we will be using a lot of names to refer to one person. 
“Ernesto” will refer to the character in the film, while “Che” will refer to the revolutionary activist in 
history and popular culture.  

Objectives 

By the time you complete this chapter, you should be able to answer the following questions: 

 What are some of the difficulties in fictionalizing accounts of historical figures? 

 Who was Ernesto “Che” Guevara? 

 What role does Che play in today’s world? 

Who’s Telling the Story? 

Even the most “true to life” story contains an element of bias, the author 
or storyteller’s personal view of the subject matter and events in question. 
When a filmmaker decides to make a movie retelling the lives of real 
people—called a biopic—he certainly brings his own opinions and 
viewpoints to the table as well. 

Myths and stories surround the figure of Ernesto “Che” Guevara. When Walter Salles made the 
movie, he had to take these stories into account along with the books the movie was based on and his 
own feelings about “El Che”.1 The viewer’s knowledge of the revolutionary El Che became after the 
events of the film, implicitly shape and color the narrative far beyond what the director shows, 
bringing most of the weight and meaning to the film.  

 

                                                 
1 Since “che” is a common form of address in Argentina, meaning something similar to “hey” or “pal,” Che Guevara is 
often called “El Che” to distinguish him from your everyday hey or pal.  

The audience’s prior 
knowledge adds weight 
and meaning to the film. 
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Plenty of other movies, from Michael Collins to Sid and Nancy2, also rewrite history. Truth is a messy 
business, often boring or unflattering. Biopics reshape reality to better suit the myth. Given the 
above, The Motorcycle Diaries cannot be a neutral tale about Ernesto and Alberto’s travels. Some 
events have been changed from the book to present a more favorable picture of Che. The movie 
rewrites history to create the man the director wants us to know. We also see the film through the 
lens of our own opinions and beliefs—it is as much a work of subjective art as objective history.3 

The “Reel” Deal: Our Film in Historical Context 

What makes The Motorcycle Diaries more than just a travelogue is an understanding of the historical 
facts surrounding the film: Che, the book he wrote, and the space he occupies in the imaginations 
and political struggles of people today. 

The Real Che Guevara 

Ernesto “Che” Guevara de la Serna was born in Argentina on 
June 14, 1928 to a middle-class family; his later nickname “El 
Fuser” came from his aggressiveness in rugby games. Guevara 
entered medical school in Buenos Aires in 1948, but took 
1951 off to travel around Latin America with his friend 
Alberto Granado, a biochemistry student. It was during this 
trip that Che grew aware of the economic and political 
inequalities that separated and oppressed many Latin 
Americans, especially members of the native, or indigenous, 
cultures. He came to despise nationalist and class divisions, 
especially the latifundio structure.  

Latifundios, also called haciendas, were large plantations, 
farms, or mines owned by a small elite class. Poorer workers 
toiled for the owner, or patron, but received none of the profit 
the land produced. The latifundio created a huge wealth divide 
throughout Latin America. Seeing this injustice first-hand 
awakened Che’s radical spirit and his desire for a violent 
uprising against the entrenched economic and political system. 

At the time, the democratically elected Arbenz government attempted to institute land reforms and 
other polices that Che felt were vital to Latin American self-sufficiency and equality. In 1954, the 
Arbenz government was overthrown with the support of the United States of America. For Che, the 
United States’ complicity in the coup solidified the evil of capitalism and the necessity of Marxist 
thought. 

To escape the political turmoil in Guatemala, Che moved to Mexico City where he met many 
Cuban radicals, including Raul and Fidel Castro. Fidel was part of the 26th of July Movement, which 

                                                 
2 A 1986 biopic about Sex Pistols’ bassist Sid Vicious. Sex Pistols singer Johnny Rotten, when asked if the filmmaker got 
anything right, responded with, “Maybe the name Sid.” 
3 Though you might have heard the adage, “The winners write the history books”. For an alternate account of the 
political bias of history books, read the book Lies My Teacher Told Me by James W. Loewen. 
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overthrew United States-backed Cuban dictator Fulgencio Batista.4 Che joined the Castros, 
becoming known for his military skill, ruthlessness, and readiness to resort to violence. The 
movement succeeded in overthrowing Batista in 1959, and Che and Fidel established Communist 
rule in Cuba. As his first order of business, Che executed several hundred Batista supporters as 
“counter-revolutionaries”.  

Che’s militant views (and close ties with the Communist Soviet Union), 
drew the rancor of the fiercely anti-Communist United States while 
endearing him to American militant movements such as the Black 
Panthers. Che criticized the United States for its capitalist policies. He 
traveled extensively throughout the 1960s to places such as China, 
North Korea and Algeria to promote Communism and his views on human rights. When not 
traveling, he worked numerous jobs in the Cuban government, even cutting sugar cane on his days 
off. During this time, with the support of the United States government and the CIA, several 
unsuccessful attempts were made on his and Fidel Castro’s lives.5 

In 1967, Che snuck into Bolivia to support the revolutionary movement but was captured by 
Bolivian forces operating under orders from the United States. He was executed the next day and 
buried in an unmarked grave, where his body remained undiscovered until 1997. His body was then 
moved to a mausoleum in Santa Clara, Cuba, and a monument was constructed in his honor.    

The Motorcycle Diaries by Ernesto “Che” Guevara  

While we are focusing on the film version of The Motorcycle Diaries, you should also know a bit 
about the book. First published in Cuba in 1993 as The Motorcycle Diaries: Notes on a Latin 
American Journey, the book is an edited version of the diaries Che kept while travelling with Alberto. 
In the opening chapter, Che writes, “The person who wrote these notes passed away the moment his 
feet touched Argentine soil again. The person 
who reorganizes and polishes them, me, is no 
longer, at least I am not the person I once was.” 
Like Walter Salles, Che edited his journals to 
reflect how he wanted the world to see him at 
that time.  

The book covers Che and Alberto’s travels from Buenos Aires, Argentina to Caracas, Venezuela and 
up to the point Che separated from Alberto and went on to the United States. It is arranged in 
chapters more or less coinciding with each location Che and Alberto visited. 

The Book and the Film 

The book and the film differ in notable ways. The film is actually based on two books: Che’s The 
Motorcycle Diaries and Alberto Granado’s Travelling with Che Guevara. The screenwriter, José 
Rivera, combined these two books to structure the narrative for the film. 

                                                 
4 Batista had major ties to Mafia big shots like Meyer Lanksy, Bugsy Seigel, and Lucky Luciano. Mob-owned casinos 
played a large part in Cuban economic inequities and the United States’ interest in Cuba. This might only be interesting 
if you’re kind of a mob nerd like me: I once watched the entire Godfather trilogy in one sitting.  
5 One of the most hilarious attempts was one to somehow dose Castro with a depilatory which would cause his beard to 
fall out. The government thought this would ruin his image and cause the Cuban people to lose faith in him.  

Che encouraged the 
workers, the poor, and the 

indigenous to violently 
overthrow their oppressors.

 

 

 

Che the Celebrity 

Many films have been made about Che’s 
revolutionary adventures. See Hasta La 
Victoria Sempre, The True Story of Che 
Guevara, and the two-part film Che.  
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Due to time constraints, the film condenses many events which would otherwise be fleshed out in 
book form. Also, since the book is told in first person, the reader has a first-person experience 
different from the voyeur understanding of the film. Though the film uses narrative voice-overs and 
quotes from the book to let us hear what Ernesto was thinking, it is still mostly up to the actor to 
express Ernesto’s viewpoints. 

One rather surprising difference is that, while 
Ernesto is very empathetic towards the 
indigenous people he meets, the real Che often 
is not as kind. Often oblivious to the 
preferential treatment he and Alberto receive 
due to their race and class, Che criticizes the 
indigenous people. Though a hero to the Black 
Panthers, Che calls African-Americans “magnificent examples of the African race who have 
maintained their racial purity thanks to their lack of affinity with bathing.” The reader gets the real, 
unvarnished Che Guevara rather than an idealized version of him filmgoers get.   

When watching the film, keep in mind that it is a collage of words and ideas of various people, a 
recounting of stories both fictional and real, and not just a simple retelling of Che’s journey. 

Che Today 

Most of us are familiar with Che as an image on T-shirts and posters, sporting a beard and military 
beret. Ironically, given his anti-capitalist views, Che’s image has become a commodity, a 
commercialized piece of rebellion and counterculture popular amongst young people. 

Many militant groups, such as the Black Panthers, have styled themselves after Che’s guerilla 
movement. Countless intellectuals from Nelson Mandela to Susan Sontag praise him as a hero and 
inspiration. In Bolivia, where he was executed, many people pray to him as a saint! The actor who 
plays Ernesto, Gael Garcia Bernal, says that he “grew up with the notion of Che as a father within 
me.” Yet, others criticize his violent methods, Marxist beliefs, and the repressive Cuban regime he 
played an important role in creating. 

Walter Salles chose several quotes from important intellectuals about Che to be in the trailer of the 
film. Among these quotes are: 

“Che’s life is an inspiration for every human being who loves freedom.” – Nelson Mandela 

“Che was the most complete human being of our age.” – Jean-Paul Sartre 

Jon Lee Anderson, author of Che Guevara: A Revolutionary Life, wrote “Che is not just a potent 
figure of protest, but the idealistic, questioning kid who exists in every society and every time.” The 
ability of Che’s legend and image to mean represent many things to others is probably what keeps 
him such a powerful figure in today’s world.  

However, the universality of Che’s legend is also what allows it to be co-opted for so many political 
and commercial ends. Che’s daughter, Aleida March, said that she “can in no way accept that [her] 
father should appear on women's underwear or men's underwear or that it should be on the back 
pocket of a pair of jeans or that they use it as a commercial image for a pair of glasses.” Many young 
people purchase Che imagery without knowing who he was, and the very companies and capitalist 
institutions Che spent his life opposing now profit from his face. Whether the filmmaker’s intention 
or not, The Motorcycle Diaries plays a part in Che’s rapid commercialization. 

 

 

 

Hearing Voices 

A voice-over is a film technique in which 
characters’ thoughts are heard even if they 
are not talking. Many of the voice-overs 
come directly from the text of The 
Motorcycle Diaries. 
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On the Red Carpet: The Film’s Reception 

Nominated for Best Screenplay, The Motorcycle 
Diaries won an Oscar for Best Original Song. It 
also won two BAFTA (British Academy of Film 
and Television Arts) awards, as well as numerous 
awards from Cannes, the Independent Spirit 
Awards, and the Argentine Film Critics’ 
Association. Most reviewers praised its 
cinematographic beauty and understated, lyrical 
storytelling. Not everyone was happy, however: 
movie critic Roger Ebert criticized it for poor character development and a tendency toward 
“political correctness”, reinforcing the dominant narrative about Che and the struggles of the people 
he encountered. Another reviewer, from the New York paper The Village Voice, worried about the 
“art-directed suffering” of the indigenous and poor people presented in the film.  

Conclusion 

In this chapter, we learned that: 

 Viewers need to be critical about fictional accounts of historical figures. 

 Ernesto “Che” Guevara was a Latin American revolutionary who played a large part in the 
Cuban communist revolution. He helped to spread communism worldwide before being 
captured and executed in Bolivia. 

 Che is a controversial, figure in today’s world. He symbolizes youthful idealism but also 
championed ruthless violence and oppressive, reactionary measures. Che’s image has been co-
opted by commercial interests, and many people tout him as a hero while knowing very little 
about who he really was. 

Now that you have read this section, consider the following questions: 

 What are some positive and negative implications of idealizing a violent historic figure? 

 What other biopics deal with contentious historic figures? How do they do it?  

 Do you think the film oversimplifies the plight of the poor and indigenous in Latin America? 

  

                                                 
6 Drexler sang a snatch of his song when he accepted his Oscar, rather than giving a speech. Che would have been proud. 

 

 

Pump up the Volume 

The Award-winning song, “Al otro lado del 
rio,” was performed at the Oscars by 
Antonio Banderas and Carlos Santana, two 
famous people who had nothing to do with 
the film. The composer of the song, Jorge 
Drexler, wasn’t allowed to perform it, most 
likely because he wasn’t famous enough.6  
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II. People and Places  
Are we there yet? As a road trip movie, there are a lot of places 

and faces in The Motorcycle Diaries. Given how many times 
Ernesto and Alberto got lost on their journey, keeping track of 

everything can be a tough job!   

Objectives 

By the time you complete this chapter, you should be able to answer the following questions: 

 Who are the main characters of the film? 

 Who are some of the minor characters? 

 What is the general trajectory of Alberto and Ernesto’s trip? 

Major Characters 

Ernesto “Che” Guevara de la Serna is one of the two protagonists, or main characters, of the film. 
He is 23 and in his last year of medical school when he and Alberto set out on their trip. Ernesto 
suffers from asthma, helping him to understand other ill people. After the journey, he quits medical 
school to continue to travel and fight for human rights. He earns the nickname “Che,” a common 
form of address in Argentina, on his travels. Alberto, however, calls him “Fuser”, a mix of his name, 
“de la Serna,” and the Spanish word furibundo, or “raging”. 

Alberto “Mial” Granado is the film’s other protagonist.7 He is 29 when the film opens and is 
studying biochemistry as a “self-proclaimed wandering scientist”. His goal for the trip is to have fun, 
meet women, and travel 8,000 kilometers by his 30th birthday, which he originally says is April 2nd 
but actually falls on August 8th. At the end of the film, he stays in Caracas, Venezuela to work at a 
hospital while Ernesto continues to travel. Ernesto and others they meet tease him about his weight. 

La Ponderosa8 is the 1939 Norton motorbike Ernesto and Alberto ride. After many mishaps wns, 
the bike eventually dies in Los Angeles, Chile. “La Ponderosa” means “The Mighty One” in Spanish. 
The bike is often mentioned in connection with Miguel de Cervantes’ book Don Quixote.  

Minor Characters 

While not an exhaustive list, here are some other people who play important roles in the film: 

Chichina is Ernesto’s girlfriend. Her house in Miramar is Ernesto and Alberto’s first stop. She gives 
Ernesto $15 USD to buy her a bathing suit; this money becomes a source of conflict between 
Ernesto and Alberto. Chichina breaks up with Ernesto through a letter he opens in Valparaiso, Chile. 

                                                 
7 The real Alberto Granado makes an appearance as himself at the very end of the film, in case you were wondering about 
the old man staring at the plane in the final scene. 
8 Whether or not an inanimate object can be a protagonist in a film is up for debate. But even if the bike doesn’t have 
any speaking lines, La Ponderosa definitely gives an (ahem) moving performance. 
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Below is a table listing some of the places they visited. 

Place Date Distance Events 

Buenos Aires, Argentina January 4 0 km Ernesto and Alberto begin their journey. 

Miramar, Argentina January 14 601 km The duo visits Chichina 

Piedra del Aguila, Argentina January 29 1809 km Lose their tent in a storm; try to scam shelter by 
emphasizing the fact that they are doctors 

San Martin de los Andes, 
Argentina 

January 31 2051 km Ernesto diagnoses a tumor on Herr von Puttkamer; 
Alberto shoots a duck; Ernesto gets sick from swimming 

Temuco, Chile February 18 2772 km Ernesto tells The Austral News that he and Alberto are 
famous leprologists; Ernesto flirts with the mechanic’s 
wife and gets the pair kicked out of town 

Los Angeles, Chile February 26 2940 km La Ponderosa breaks down beyond repair; Alberto and 
Ernesto pull the “anniversary scam”; Ernesto tends to 
Mrs. Rosa 

Valparaiso, Chile March 7 3573 km Ernesto receives a letter from Chichina breaking up 
with him 

Desert of Atacama, Chile March 11 4960 km Ernesto and Alberto meet the Communist couple 

Chuquicamata Mine, Chile March 15 5122 km Ernesto and Alberto witness the inhumane conditions at 
the mine 

Cuzco, Peru April 2 6932 km Don Nestor shows Ernesto and Alberto around; they learn 
about the challenges facing indigenous people 

Machu Picchu, Peru April 5 7014 km Ernesto and Alberto discuss an indigenous revolution; 
Ernesto insists that such a revolution could not be take 
place without bloodshed 

Lima, Peru May 12 8198 km Ernesto and Alberto meet Dr. Pesce; Ernesto reads 
Mariategui’s Seven Interpretive Essays on Peruvian 
Reality; Ernesto is honest with Dr. Pesce about his book 

San Pablo, Peru June 8 10,223 km Ernesto and Alberto arrive at the leper colony 

Caracas, Venezuela July 26 12,425 km Alberto and Ernesto separate: Ernesto keeps travelling 
while Alberto stays in Caracas to study  

Conclusion 

In this chapter, we learned: 

 Ernesto and Alberto are the two major characters, or protagonists, in the film. 

 From Buenos Aires, Alberto and Ernesto cross into Chile and travel north through the Andes 
to Peru, spending several weeks at the San Pablo leper colony on the Amazon, before ending 
their trip in Venezuela.  

Now that you have read this chapter, consider the following questions: 

 What do you think is the most important location Ernesto and Alberto visit? 

 Who do you think is the most influential person or people Ernesto and Alberto meet?   
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III. Themes and Motifs 

Let the world change you… The Motorcycle Diaries is a lyrical 
exploration of two people growing and changing in ways that at 

once unite and divide them. Since there is a lot of material in this 
chapter, each section will have its own objectives and conclusions to 

help you keep track of the information.  

Division  

Division is a major theme in The Motorcycle Diaries. Some of these divisions are physical, such as the 
borders between countries or the river separating the patients and the doctors in the leper colony. 
Others are symbolic, such as illness and health. Illness, class division, and borders are motifs, or 
recurring ideas, demonstrating division. In this section, we will look at some of these motifs and 
what they say about the theme of division. 

Objectives  

By the time you finish this section, you should be able to answer the following questions: 

 How does Ernesto deal with illness? 

 How are class divisions demonstrated in the film? 

 How does Ernesto and Alberto’s understanding of borders change during the film?  

Illness as Division 

At the beginning of the film, Ernesto takes a hiatus from medical school to explore South America. 
While Ernesto takes his studies seriously, as a sufferer of asthma, he does not entirely know where he 
belongs. Is he a doctor or a patient? In the end, his identification with other sick people leads him to 
choose to fight against oppression from within, amongst the people who are worst affected by it, 
rather than from a clinically detached position of authority. 

As a doctor with asthma, Ernesto blurs the divide 
between the sick and the healthy. He takes the 
welfare of the sick personally, identifying with 
their suffering, while Alberto maintains a certain 
amount of distance. This is first demonstrated in 
their encounter with Herr Von Puttkamer in San 
Martin de los Andes. When he discovers that the two travelers are doctors, Herr Von Puttkamer asks 
them to diagnose a lump on his neck. Ernesto tells him that it is a cancerous tumor, but Alberto 
glibly claims it is a cyst and promises that they can help in exchange for shelter and food. Alberto 
criticizes Ernesto for being so blunt, to which Ernesto replies that it is the truth, and “if he [Von 
Puttkamer] can’t take it, that’s his problem.” Ernesto’s own experience with being sick is what makes 
him unwilling to soften the truth.  

 

 

 

Wilkömmen 

Germans in Latin America? After World War 
II, many Germans fled from Nazi Germany 
and settled in various parts of the world, 
including Latin America. 
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In Los Angeles, Chile, Ernesto abandons Alberto to tend to Mrs. Rosa. He gives her pills that might 
be his own—it is hinted that she also suffers from asthma. In a letter to his mother, Ernesto admits 
that he knew he was powerless to help her but still told her the pills would make her feel better—a 
strange decision, since he had fiercely defended his brutally honest treatment of Herr Von 
Puttkamer. Perhaps he is kind to her because he knows she cannot afford a doctor, while, from his 
manner of dress, Von Puttkamer could easily afford to see a specialist. 

With Silvia, one of the lepers at the San Pablo colony, Ernesto openly addresses his experience with 
illness for the first time. Silvia asks him, “Is that why you became a doctor, because you’re sick?” He 
answers “Maybe… The first word I learned was injection. I want to be useful, somehow.” Their 
conversation eventually encourages Silvia to have the surgery she needs, despite the fact that they 
never talk about her situation openly. Alberto and Dr. Bresciani hover in the doorway to Silvia’s 
house and eventually leave, further painting Ernesto as an intermediary who belongs to both the 
worlds of the sick and the healthy.   

The division between the sick and the well is further highlighted by Ernesto and Alberto’s experience 
at the San Pablo leper colony. The staff, doctors, nuns, and nurses live on the north side of the 
Amazon River while patients live on the south side. Being on the northern side of the dividing river 
frustrates Ernesto; furthermore, the nuns insist that the staff wear gloves, even though Dr. Bresciani 
says that leprosy, when treated, is not contagious. Ernesto and Alberto protest this divide, refusing to 
wear gloves; they later play soccer with the lepers. At the end of the film, Ernesto decides to celebrate 
his birthday with the lepers by swimming the river. 

The division between sick and healthy highlights how hard the former must fight for daily survival. 
In the case of leprosy, it means being in a lower class of people who are separated by psychological 
and physical divides. Water is a recurring image regarding Ernesto and illness, and the symbolic act 
of swimming across the Amazon river is the decisive moment when Ernesto realizes where he 
belongs: the side of the sick, the poor, and the oppressed. It is his first major step toward leaving his 
old life behind and becoming “El Che”. 

Class Divisions 

The divisions between the rich and poor, natives and Spanish, and 
experts and laypeople are several examples of the class divisions 
demonstrated in the film. These divisions are highlighted by the black 
and white images, long, steady shots of indigenous and other poor 
people standing still. They appear throughout the film, with a sequence of them at the end after a 
young Alberto watches Ernesto’s plane take off; the sequence is followed by an elderly Alberto 
standing in the same spot, watching the same plane fly away.  

Throughout their travels, 
Ernesto and Alberto meet 
people from many different 
races and classes, from 
upper-class Chichina to the indigenous in Cuzco. They witness the living conditions of the migrants 
attempting to find work at the Chuquicamata Mine. While they were aware of these divides when 
they set out on their journey, experiencing them first-hand changes their opinions on class and class 
struggle.     

In the “Making Of” feature on the DVD, director Walter Salles points out that Ernesto and Alberto 
“leave a very structured society”, but along the way “this story is little by little unstructured.” At the 

Class divides are 
highlighted by black and 

white images. 

Debate it! 

Resolved: Since Alberto and Ernesto are middle class, they can never 
understand what poor and indigenous people go through.  
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end of the film, the pair must decide whether to return to the structured society they came from, 
continuing to work within its constraints and flaws, as Alberto does, or choose to fight class division 
from without. Ernesto chooses the latter, giving a speech about “a united America” and then 
swimming across the river to stay with the lepers. He continues to travel after he and Alberto reach 
Venezuela, forgoing his medical studies to continue to see the world. 

The Dividing Line: National Boundaries 

When Ernesto and Alberto 
leave Argentina, crossing 
Lago Frias into Chile, 
Ernesto reflects in a letter to 
his mother, “What do we lose when we cross a frontier? Each moment seems split in two: 
melancholy for what is left behind, and the excitement of entering a new land.” This is the first 
country border they cross on their journey, and the first time they have ever left the country. They 
react with joy and dream of one day building a clinic on the lakefront. 

By the end of their journey, the pair has come to a very different understanding of the borders 
between countries. At the end of their trip, Ernesto makes a speech telling the staff of the leper 
colony that he and Alberto “believe, and this journey has only confirmed this belief, that the division 
of America into unstable and illusory nations is a complete fiction. We are one single mestizo race 
from Mexico to the Magellan Straits… I propose a toast to Peru and to a United America.”   

Ernesto doesn’t just mean breaking down the literal boundaries that divide countries. Rather, when 
he talks about a United America, he also means the symbolic idea of equality. He wants to unite 
Latin America culturally, economically, and politically. Machu Picchu can be considered the turning 
point in his thinking, when he reflects with awe on how the beautiful and advanced Incan 
civilization could be destroyed to create oppressive cities. Though he comes from the cities, he can 
now see the damage and oppression caused by arbitrary geographic, cultural, and economic 
separations.  

Conclusion 

In this section, we learned: 

 Since Ernesto is a doctor who suffers from asthma, he straddles the divide between the sick 
and the well. His own illness informs his interactions with the sick people he encounters. At 
the end of the film, he swims the Amazon to embrace his place among the sick and 
oppressed. 

 Class divides are demonstrated in the film by the use of extended black and white shots.  

 When they first leave Buenos Aires, Ernesto and Alberto are excited to cross their first border 
into another country. By the end of their journey, they no longer believe in the physical, 
symbolic, and economic borders that divide people in Latin America, and Ernesto makes a 
speech encouraging the dissolution of these divisions. 

Now that you’ve read this section, consider the following questions: 

 Swimming in the lake in San Martin de los Andes mirrors Ernesto’s swim across in Amazon. 
What do you think water represents in both of these scenes? 

Debate it! 

Resolved: National identity is a divisive, negative force. We would be 
better off without any national borders at all.  



 
FILM RESOURCE | 15 

 

 Why did Walter Salles choose to use black and white shots of the poor? 

 How does the staff of the leper colony react to Ernesto’s speech? Why do you think he chose 
to make the speech at that particular moment? 

Difference and Change 

Despite being close friends, Ernesto and Alberto are very different people. While they share similar 
experiences, they come to vastly different conclusions at the end of their trip.   

Objectives 

By the time you finish this section, you should be able to answer the following questions: 

 What role do Chichina’s fifteen dollars play in the relationship between Ernesto and Alberto? 

 How do Ernesto and Alberto differ on the matter of honesty? 

 What is the turning point in Ernesto’s move from passion to action? 

Ernesto and Alberto: Unlikely Travel Companions 

Besides an interest in medicine and a passion for adventure, 
there are not many similarities between Ernesto and Alberto. 
Ernesto is brooding while Alberto is fun-loving. Even their 
appearances contrast: Ernesto is dark-haired and slim, while 
Alberto is light-haired and portly. We see Ernesto carefully 
preparing for the trip as Alberto loads La Ponderosa 
haphazardly. While these differences complement each other on 
their trip, they eventually lead the pair to make very different 
choices.  

One of the events exemplifying the difference between Ernesto 
and Alberto is the usage of fifteen dollars Chichina gives 
Ernesto to buy her a bathing suit. Alberto persistently tries to 
persuade Ernesto to let him spend it—whether on a doctor when Ernesto falls sick or on a woman he 
meets on the boat to San Pablo. No matter what, Ernesto refuses to part with the money. It 
represents his commitment to Chichina and their love. While Alberto shirks committed 
relationships, aiming to meet as many women as possible, Ernesto, ever the romantic, is faithful to 
Chichina. 

After suffering a serious asthma attack on the boat to San Pablo, Ernesto tells Alberto that he gave 
the fifteen dollars to the Communist couple at the Chuquicamata Mine. Alberto responds angrily—
he has been awakened to the realities of oppression but is not willing to rise to the same level of self-
sacrifice as Ernesto. At some level, this makes Alberto angry with himself as well. 

Ernesto is not apologetic about the money, and this honesty highlights the difference between 
Alberto and him. Throughout their journey, the two men tell little lies for food, shelter, and help. 
Ernesto does not do so at first, but in Temuco, he tells the local paper—to great effect—that they are 
famous leprologists. They employ a variety of scams, including the “anniversary scam”: Ernesto and 
Alberto pretend it is the anniversary of when they left on their trip to get two women to buy them 
food and wine. These lies are not cruel-hearted; they enable the pair to survive. 

Who’s Who 

Ernesto Alberto 

Thoughtful Fun-loving 

Saves the money Wants to spend it 

Honest Clever 

Sick Well 

Moved to political 
action 

Goes back to 
being a doctor 

Romantic Worldly 
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In other matters, though, Ernesto is brutally honest, sometimes to a fault. We first see this with Herr 
Von Puttkamer. Alberto is not only angry about failing to get help, but also about what he perceives 
as Ernesto’s lack of compassion. Ernesto and Alberto clash again when Dr. Pesce asks them how they 
liked his novel. Alberto tries to flatter the doctor, but Ernesto tells him that the book is unreadable. 
Dr. Pesce, though upset, praises Ernesto for being the only person to be honest with him. Alberto’s 
anger here is similar to the anger he felt on the boat: frustrated with Ernesto, but also with himself. 

Though Alberto and Ernesto’s lives “[run] parallel for a while” and they have “common aspirations 
and similar dreams”, the differences we have seen above ultimately result in the pair’s parting at the 
end of the film. Ernesto appears to be more deeply moved by the suffering they witness, and he feels 
called to action. Though Alberto has seen the same things as Ernesto and eventually moves to Cuba 
and opens a medical school, he does not feel similarly moved. They remain close friends, but their 
reactions to the journey are very different. 

At the end of the film, Ernesto wonders, “Was our view too narrow, too biased, too hasty? Were our 
conclusions too rigid? Maybe.” Alberto’s eyes fill with tears as he watches Ernesto’s plane take off. 
Their loyalty to each other unites them. The ensuing sequences also suggest something more 
foreboding: Alberto seems to recognize that the changes in Ernesto will lead him to tragedy. When 
we see the elderly Alberto staring at the plane, we can feel the passage of time and the divergent 
routes their lives took.  

Ernesto: From Passion to Action 

The development of Ernesto’s political consciousness is buried, and sometimes eclipsed, by his other 
adventures. Tipping over the bike, though certainly exciting, does not play a role in his becoming “El 
Che”. The most important moments in Ernesto’s development are those that spur him to action. 

While important, his interaction with Mrs. Rosa can be considered merely a preface to the first major 
moment in the awakening of Ernesto’s political understanding: meeting the Communist couple. The 
couple shows him for the first time the pain faced by the poor and politically oppressed, making 
Ernesto aware of his own position of privilege. The two Communists are baffled that Ernesto and 
Alberto are traveling just for the sake of it and bless them with a mixture of jealousy and sadness. 
While Alberto stares, stunned and guilty, into the fire, Ernesto quickly offers the couple his coat and 
some mate. In realizing how fortunate he is compared to others, he also realizes his power to act. 

He meets the couple again several days later at the Chuquicamata mine. After pacing angrily about, 
Ernesto gets into an argument with the foreman about the callous treatment he witnessed. The 
foreman threatens to have him arrested; when Ernesto asks why, the foreman replies “Trespassing. 
This is property of the Anaconda Mining Company.”9 This statement sends Ernesto into a rage, and 
he swears and hurls rocks at the departing truck. Ernesto’s compassion gives way to his capacity for 
violence, and the sadness he felt during the first encounter with the Communist couple has been 
transformed into fury and vengefulness.  

Ernesto reflects after this experience, “We could feel the world changing, or was it us?” They become 
more aware of the situation of the commoner, “who are homeless in their own land.” At one point in 
Peru, Alberto collapses, declaring that completing their journey is impossible, only to watch a native 

                                                 
9 Pablo Neruda, the poet often quoted by Ernesto and Alberto, mentions the Anaconda Mining Company in his poem, 
“United Fruit Company”, which blames this mining company, among others, for destroying indigenous culture. 
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carrying a heavy load march past them easily. Put to shame by what laymen endure every day, 
Alberto becomes sad and withdrawn. Ernesto, on the other hand, resolutely looks ahead, walking 
faster and greeting everyone they encounter. 

In Cuzco, Ernesto and Alberto fully experience 
the daily life of the indigenous people. They 
smile at the jokes Don Nestor makes about the 
damage caused by the Catholic Church and the 
Spanish, but they also mourn the loss of the 
Incan culture and fumble through the 
traditional method of consuming coca leaves. 
Experiencing the rich indigenous culture makes the oppression these people face all the more painful 
for Ernesto and Alberto. Ernesto fervently questions everyone they meet about the situation and, 
more importantly, what they are doing about it. 

On the walk to Machu Picchu, Ernesto talks to an indigenous man 
who has lost his land and asks if he tried to fight back. He and Alberto 
dream of continuing the revolution of Tupac Amaru II10, an Incan 
who led a revolt against the Spanish in the 16th century. Ernesto tells 
Alberto frankly, “A revolution without guns? It would never work.” 
Machu Picchu represents the turning point where Ernesto fully translates his passion into action. He 
is among people whose history the Spanish destroyed, and his outrage and “nostalgia” push him 
towards revolutionary action. 

In Lima, Dr. Pesce introduces Ernesto to revolutionary writers such as Jose Carlos Mariategui, who 
writes about the necessity for an indigenous revolution, tempering Ernesto’s hot-headed desire for 
action with revolutionary theory. If Mrs. Rosa in Los Angeles is the preface to Ernesto’s awakening, 
then Dr. Pesce in Lima is the epilogue, solidifying him as a revolutionary.  

When he swims the river in San Pablo, Ernesto puts theory into action, deciding once and for all 
where he stands. Just as he refuses to turn around despite being called back by the colony’s staff, he 
cannot go back to the life he once lived after this journey.  

 Conclusion 

In this section, we learned: 

 Alberto wants to use the fifteen dollars on himself and Ernesto. Ernesto originally wants to 
spend it on Chichina, but eventually he gives it to the Communist couple. 

 Alberto is conniving and scheming; he also lies, or at least softens the truth, when he feels it is 
the right thing to do. Ernesto, on the other hand, is brutally honest. Even if people do not 
always like what he has to say, Ernesto believes that truthfulness is of the utmost importance. 

 The turning point in Ernesto’s change from passion to action occurs at Machu Picchu. After 
experiencing the lives of the indigenous and seeing what has been lost to conquest and 
imperialism, Ernesto is moved to revolutionary action. 

                                                 
10 The famed rap artist Tupac is named after him. 

 

 

Coca 

Coca leaves are a stimulant used for 
medicinal and ceremonial purposes in many 
Latin American cultures. It is also an 
ingredient in cocaine, which has led many 
governments to attempt to ban it.  

Machu Picchu represents a 
turning point for Ernesto: 

afterward he not only talks 
the talk, but walks the walk. 
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Now that you’ve finished this section, consider the following questions: 

 Why do you think Ernesto decided to give the money away? 

 Does Ernesto’s commitment to honesty play a part in his deciding to become a 
revolutionary? 

 Why do you think Alberto is not as moved to action as Ernesto is? 

 Why does Walter Salles choose to put the real Alberto Granado in the end of the film? What 
does this choice communicate to the audience?   

Literary motifs 

Ernesto and Alberto reference numerous literary figures and works throughout their travels. They use 
literature to connect them to worlds of romance, passion, and political awareness. Trading literary 
references is a way for Ernesto and Alberto to explore Latin American culture and history. 

Objectives 

By the time you finish this section, you should be able to answer the following questions: 

 Who are some literary figures Ernesto and Alberto talk about? 

 What connects many of these figures? 

Don Quixote 

Don Quixote is a book by Spanish writer Miguel de Cervantes, published in two parts in 1605 and 
1615. The book tells the story of Alonso Quixano, an elderly Spanish man, who becomes obsessed 
with stories of knights and chivalry. He dubs himself “Don Quixote” and travels the country in 
search of adventure, along with his devoted companion Sancho Panza. One of the most famous 
incidents in the book is when Don Quixote fights several vicious giant, who are actually windmills in 
the countryside.  

When they leave Buenos Aires, Alberto compares La Ponderosa to Rocinante, Don Quixote’s skinny, 
malnourished horse. Indeed, their journey could be considered quixotic, a word derived from Don 
Quixote, meaning to do something romantic or noble without concern for practicality.    

Pablo Neruda  

Pablo Neruda was a Chilean poet and a politically active 
Communist. Ernesto and Alberto refer to him frequently—
and sometimes mistakenly—on their trip. Neruda became a 
Communist during the Spanish Civil War, and his beliefs were 
only reinforced following the execution of one of his literary 
peers, the political poet Frederico Garcia Lorca. When Chilean 
president Gabriel Gonzalez Videla outlawed Communism and 
issued a warrant for Neruda’s arrest, Neruda went into hiding 
for a year in Valparaiso. He then fled Chile, publishing one of 
his most celebrated works in exile in 1950: Canto General, a 
history of Latin America in verse form. When Neruda died in 
1973, Chilean dictator Augusto Pinochet forbade his funeral 
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to be a public event. Nevertheless, thousands of people took to the streets to mourn him, becoming 
the first public protest against Pinochet’s repressive rule.  

Federico Garcia Lorca  

Lorca is another writer Alberto and Ernesto quote during their trip. A 
poet and playwright who was acquainted with Neruda, Lorca was 
murdered in 1936 by the Nationalist faction during the Spanish Civil 
War. The romantic in Ernesto identified with the passion and love Lorca 
had for his native land of Andalusia.  

Jose Carlos Mariategui 

Jose Carlos Mariategui founded the Communist 
Party in Peru in 1928. At the urging of Dr. 
Pesce, Ernesto reads his most famous work, 
Seven Interpretive Essays on Peruvian Reality. The book is one of the first to 
look at Peru’s political situation from a Marxist viewpoint, with a major 
focus on the latifundio and their oppression of the native population. 
Mariategui’s writing heavily influenced the Peruvian Shining Path (violent 
Marxist movement) and Tupac Amaru Revolutionary Movement.  

 
Conclusion 

In this section, we learned: 

 Ernesto and Alberto talk about such literary figures as Pablo Neruda and Frederico Garcia 
Lorca and books like Miguel de Cervantes’ Don Quixote. 

 The various poets, writers, and books mentioned in the film are all connected by an idealistic 
thread of political passion and the desire for justice. 

Now that you’ve read this section, consider the following questions: 

 Do you think Ernesto’s revolutionary desires are quixotic? 

 Why do you think Ernesto and Alberto misquote poets so often?  
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IV. Politics 
If we’re talking division, then let’s see what sides our characters 

took. The historical background and political split of The 
Motorcycle Diaries chronicles one person’s awakening to the social 

and political realities of his world.  

Introduction 

As Ernesto and Alberto travel, they witness the vast social inequalities plaguing Latin America. By the 
end of the film, Ernesto becomes impassioned about human rights, health care, and a united Latin 
America. In this chapter, we will learn about the political situations he encountered. 

Objectives 

After you read this chapter, you should be able to answer the following questions: 

 Why was land reform such an important issue in Latin American politics? 

 Why is Communism a threat to powerful governments? 

 What is leprosy? 

Poverty in Latin America 

Che Guevara was a tireless activist for indigenous and poor peoples’ rights, especially on the issue of 
land ownership. In the film, Ernesto and Alberto have their most meaningful encounters with native 
people in Peru as they spend time in Cuzco and Machu Picchu.   

A Little Bit of History 

The inhabitants Ernesto and Alberto encounter are mostly of Quechua or Aymara descent. Natives 
are either of pure ancestry or mestizo (mixed race) ancestry—they have European or Spanish as well 
as indigenous blood. There are conflicts between fully indigenous people and the mestizos, as well as 
between them and the more pure Spaniards.   

Originally a tribe in Cuzco, the Inca people had conquered much of Latin America by the middle of 
the 15th century. They were an advanced nation, immensely skilled in brickwork, metallurgy, and 
mathematics. Peru, rich in gold, silver, and other minerals, soon became a target for global 
exploration. In 1532, Spanish conquistador Francisco Pizarro arrived in Peru, and easily conquered it 
with only a small force of Spanish soldiers. The Incas, like other Native Americans, also lacked 
immunity to many common diseases the Spanish brought with them. Damage to their road and 
irrigation systems hastened their decline, and in 1572, the Spanish executed the last Inca ruler. 

The Spanish conquest destroyed the Incan civilization. For years, the Spanish exploited the Incas for 
labor and plundered South America’s natural resources. They introduced a land tenure system which 
would become the modern latifundio, forcing the indigenous population into slave-like labor under 
harsh conditions and denying them education. The Catholic Church played a large part in 
maintaining Spanish interests and eradicating native culture and religion. Many rebellions broke out, 
the most famous being Tupac Amaru II’s rebellion in 1780. The Spanish stopped them all. 
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Politics and Political Movements  

In the 1930s, industrialization, urbanization, 
and corporate interests across Latin America 
destabilized the land-ownership system. The 
heads of the latifundios lost political and 
economic power as land became less important than technological and financial resources. At the 
same time, Latin American politics shifted toward support for state intervention on behalf of the 
indigenous people. In some countries, efforts were made to return the tribes their ancestral lands.  

Indigenous people, free from the yoke of the latifundio, became migrant workers, craftspeople, or 
rented land for agriculture. But with little access to education, health care, or steady employment, 
and still looked down upon by the rest of society, they were ill-prepared for these changes.  

Nevertheless, they were now able to challenge state power. With the rise of Communists, indigenous 
people mobilized for land reform and education. There was also a general backlash against the 
United States and its economic and political ties to Latin America. As Ernesto and Alberto traveled 
Latin America, these movements were beginning to gain momentum. Che himself would go on to 
play a large role in many indigenous political movements.     

Communism 

Communism is a political theory valuing equality above the pursuit of wealth. The founders of 
Communism were Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels. Their book, The 
Communist Manifesto, published in 1848, is one of the most important 
tracts on Communism and provided the fundamentals for the 
proletariat—or working class—revolution. Che Guevara was a Marxist, 
a follower of Marx and Engel’s vision of Communism. 

In Marxist thought, one of the largest causes of human suffering is capitalism: the ruthless, 
competitive drive for wealth and profit. Capitalism depends on exploiting and alienating the 
proletariat for the benefit of the bourgeoisie, or middle and upper classes. The bourgeoisie own the 
means of production, such as the factory or the mine, while the workers own nothing but their own 
labor. This situation creates conflict between the proletariat and bourgeoisie that Marx says must be 
resolved through a violent revolution: the proletariat seizes control of the means of production and 
abolishes class divisions and capitalism. 

In the ideal Communist society, everyone has an equal say in decision-making and each person’s 
needs are fulfilled. A familiar Communist mantra is “to each according to his needs, from each 
according to his abilities.” People are not discriminated against based on their background or status; 
so long as everyone contributes as much as they can to society, they will receive the respect due. 

After the initial revolution, a “dictatorship of the proletariat” is usually imposed, which is meant to 
be a temporary situation while the remnants of capitalism are eradicated, allowing for a smoother 
transition from capitalism to true communism. In practice, however, this has almost always led to a 
dictator dominating a Communist party that persecutes and silences detractors, often with violence 
and military force, creating a powerful government and an oppressed population.  

Communism in Latin America 

By the end of the 1920s, many Latin American countries had their own Communist parties. People 
in Latin America responded powerfully to their ideals because of the vast inequities in land and 

Debate it! 

Resolved: Governments should give indigenous 
people back their ancestral lands.  

Communism is a political 
theory valuing equality 

above the pursuit of 
wealth. 
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capital distribution. Jose Carlos Mariategui, who founded the Communist Party in Peru, was an 
influential figure in the Communist movement against the latifundio. His book, Seven Interpretive 
Essays on Peruvian Reality, was instrumental in framing Communist ideas in Latin America.  

As Ernesto and Alberto learn from the 
Communist couple they meet in the Atacama 
Desert, Communists were persecuted by 
many Latin American governments that 
banned Communism at the urging of the 
United States. The United States had reached 
a stalemate in the Cold War against the 
Communist Soviet Union and was concerned Communism would spread to Latin America and 
threaten the United States. The United States would go on to support numerous juntas, or military 
dictatorships, in the 1960s and 1970s which, while anti-Communist, were also nondemocratic. 
During these years, thousands of people “disappeared”, probably kidnapped or killed by the 
government. Ironically, it was the United States’ actions in Latin America, especially the overthrow 
of the Arbenz government in 1954, which created the Communist revolution that Che would join.    

Leprosy 

At the beginning of the film, Ernesto is studying leprosy in medical school. Leprosy, also known as 
Hansen’s Disease, is caused by bacteria that primarily affect the nerves. Skin lesions are its most 
common symptom. There is a culture of fear and shame surrounding leprosy, beginning in the Bible, 
where people were said to catch leprosy due to being unclean or sinning. Leper colonies were created 
to isolate lepers from the rest of the population, even though leprosy is not contagious. 

Due to major medical advances, leprosy cases have decreased drastically. The drug Dapsone, 
developed in the 1940s, was the first major breakthrough in leprosy treatments. While Dapsone can 
stop the progress of leprosy, patients must take it for the rest of their lives.  

The San Pablo leper colony Ernesto and Alberto visit was constructed in 1925 and consisted largely 
of native and mestizo residents. The prevalence of leprosy—and the associated stigma—can be read 
symbolically as another way the indigenous are marked as inferiors in Latin America. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, we learned: 

 Land reform was important in Latin American politics because landowners and the latifundio 
structure played a large role in the oppression of indigenous people.  

 Communism is a threat to capitalist nations because it seeks to destroy the class divides 
central to their economic systems.   

 Leprosy is a nerve disease most common in developing nations. It carries a heavy stigma, and 
lepers are often unnecessarily isolated.  

Now that you have read this chapter, consider the following questions: 

 Do you think that class was the predominant type of social inequality in Latin America? 

 Why do you think Ernesto and Alberto chose to study leprosy? 

 

 

Brrr… 

The phrase “Cold War” most commonly refers 
to the conflict between the United States and 
the Soviet Union, which lasted from 1945 to 
1991. The countries never directly went to 
war—thus the war stayed “cold”.   
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