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Leopoldo López: A personal adventure 
 
Santiago Álvarez de Mon   
  

Introduction 
Leopoldo López is currently living in Madrid as a political exile from Nicolás Maduro’s regime. 
His life took a dramatic turn in February 2014 when the Venezuelan state imprisoned him and 
subsequently sentenced him to 13 years and nine months in prison for “crimes of public 
incitement.” At that point, López declared his innocence, denounced the action as political 
persecution, and voluntarily surrendered to judicial authorities. He would later state that due 
process guarantees were not respected in his case. 

In Venezuela, his imprisonment triggered a strong wave of protests. Outside the country, the 
move was condemned by human rights organizations, democratic governments, and institutions 
such as the Organization of American States (OAS) and the European Parliament. US President 
Barack Obama also called for López to be freed. Similarly, Amnesty International concluded that 
he was a “prisoner of conscience,” that is, a person imprisoned “because of their beliefs, ethnic 
origin, gender, color or language.” 

López spent more than three years in a maximum-security military prison, in complete isolation. 
In July 2017, in the context of intense protests in Venezuela, the state decided to transfer him 
from prison to his home, where he remained under house arrest. In April 2019, López managed 
to be released by a group of military deserters from the regime and eventually took asylum in 
the Spanish embassy in Caracas. He decided to leave the country in October 2020 and was able 
to flee across the Colombian border. He then flew to the United States and later to Madrid to 
join his family.  

Now, from Spain, he shares his personal story, offering an account of his life and the ultimate 
purpose that drives him. López reflects on his political career, from his tenure as mayor of 
Chacao to his attempts to mobilize the population, which brought millions of Venezuelans out 
into the streets. He also shares thoughts on his experiences as a political prisoner, where he 
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discovered the power of the mind, heart and spirit. Finally, he discusses his concerns about the 
future and the cause that inspires his political commitment. He has no choice but to start from 
reality and face the fact that his influence in Venezuela has waned and that his leadership style 
needs to be renewed to fit the current circumstances. As a result, he must think of new ways to 
articulate and ground his ideas and values, the first of which is freedom. 

Venezuela: A family tradition  
Leopoldo López was born in Caracas, the capital of Venezuela, on April 29, 1971. He is the second 
of three children born to Leopoldo López Gil and Antonieta Mendoza. On both his paternal and 
maternal sides, López comes from long-established Venezuelan families. On his mother’s side, 
the Mendoza family are indirect descendants of Simón Bolívar, a Venezuelan politician and 
military leader who led the independence processes of five Latin American countries in the 
19th century: Bolivia, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru and Venezuela. 

Leopoldo is a descendant of Cristobal Mendoza, the first president of Venezuela, sworn in in 
1811. Later, in the 1940s, both his uncle, Eugenio Mendoza, and his grandfather, Eduardo 
Mendoza, served as ministers in the governments of Medina Angarita and Rómulo Betancourt, 
respectively. Eugenio was minister of development and Eduardo was secretary of agriculture. 
“My mother’s family is very patriotic. They all had very important responsibilities in the country. 
Beyond politics, my maternal grandfather and his eight siblings championed very important 
innovations for Venezuela in areas such as cement and food.” 

On his father’s side, the López family has also contributed to the political and social development 
of Venezuela. In the words of his father, “I lived and grew up with the idea that the family 
commitment was to transform the country, not to be satisfied with inheriting a poorly run and 
managed country.” 

His grandfather, Leopoldo López Ortega, and his great-uncle, Rafael Ernesto López Ortega, were 
physicians who founded the important San Bernardino Medical Center in Caracas. Rafael Ernesto 
was also minister of education. His great-grandfather, Eudoro López, was imprisoned and spent 
14 years in exile for opposing the dictatorship of General Juan Vicente Gómez, who ruled 
Venezuela from 1908 to 1935. His great-uncle, Rafael Ernesto López Ortega, was minister of 
education in the government of Eleazar López Contreras. “My paternal family always had deep 
roots in the country. My great-grandfather, Eudoro López, has been a very influential figure in 
my life. He taught me the value of courage and struggle.” 

Leopoldo’s parents have also been involved in public service in Venezuela. His father was the 
founder of the Gran Mariscal de Ayacucho scholarship program, and his mother has had a long 
career with the state oil company PDVSA. 

My mother is a very hardworking woman. She managed to make her way in PDVSA in the 
eighties and nineties. My mother was trained as a sociologist and worked in public relations; 
she ended up being one of the women with the highest level of managerial responsibility in 
PDVSA. I learned discipline from her. She’s an orderly and punctual woman. I’ve always tried 
to emulate that quality. Also strength of character to face adversity with dignity. 

His father, Leopoldo López Gil, was a member of the government of Carlos Andrés Pérez, who 
was president for two terms (1974–79 and 1989–93). In these governments, López Gil designed 
and implemented the Gran Mariscal de Ayacucho educational program, whose function was to 
enroll some 100,000 Venezuelan students in foreign universities. 
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My father studied in the United States at Columbia University, as did my grandfather. He 
went on to earn a master’s degree from the Wharton business school of the University of 
Pennsylvania. His career began in the private sector. He later founded, designed and 
implemented an education project focused on giving Venezuelans the opportunity to study 
abroad. It was a very important program in Venezuela. 

For more than 20 years, Leopoldo’s father has been a member of the editorial board of 
El Nacional, the Venezuelan newspaper with the longest history and most influence in the 
country. López Gil is also currently a member of the European Parliament, representing  
the People’s Party (Spain). He is currently a member of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, the 
Subcommittee on Human Rights, and the Delegation to the Euro-Latin American Parliamentary 
Assembly. 

As a result of my arrest, a judicial investigation was opened against my father. When a 
warrant was issued for his arrest, he had to go into exile. He lived in California for a while. 
Eventually he came to Spain to give some lectures calling for me to be freed, and he ended 
up living in Madrid because of the sensitivity that exists in Spain regarding the situation in 
Venezuela. In these years my father has managed to become a great activist for the freedom 
of countries like Venezuela, Cuba and Nicaragua, especially now as an MEP. 

Early years 
According to his father, even as a boy Leopoldo had a curiosity and an affinity for politics: “From 
a very young age, he displayed the characteristics of a curious, committed and determined 
leader. His friends recognized that he was the leader of their group. He had social sensitivity; we 
noticed that from the age of 14 or 15.” 

At the age of 16, Leopoldo lived outside Venezuela for the first time. His parents enrolled him in 
the Hun School of Princeton, a boarding school in New Jersey, United States. There López 
completed his high school studies and continued to develop his passion for sports  
and leadership: “I’ve always done a lot of sports. I did combat sports: martial arts and karate, 
and then I got into boxing. I also played basketball in school—competitive athletics. I did Olympic 
rowing in the United States. I was captain of my school’s rowing and swimming teams.” 

In his second year at Hun, Leopoldo was elected vice president of the student council, despite 
having only very basic English at the time. He says that being away from home also awakened a 
new sense of responsibility towards the less fortunate in his country. “I belong to the one 
percent of privileged people, and achieving a good education will hopefully enable me to do 
something to help my country,” López told the student newspaper The Mall in 1989.  

Since I was very young, the issue of inequality has had a great impact on me. I remember that 
when I visited other cities, I was struck by the way most of my fellow citizens lived. This issue 
has always been of great concern to me. I wanted to understand and know how the majority 
of people really lived. That’s where my early vocation for politics came from. 

From Kenyon to Harvard 
As a result of his emerging commitment to politics and social science, López decided to study 
liberal arts at Kenyon College in Ohio. There he founded a student organization called ASHES 
(Active Students Helping Earth Survive), dedicated to environmental activism. In his third year, 
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