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UNIT 2, LESSON 2 

WHAT ARE POLITICAL 
RIGHTS? 
 
 
I N T R O D U C T I O N  
 
In this lesson, students will deepen their understanding of political rights and compare how individuals in 
different countries around the world experience having a say in governing. Students will review the 
foundation of political rights secured in the United States and then complete an analysis of political rights 
in two other assigned countries. One country is free, with individuals enjoying significant political rights 
under a limited, democratic system of government. The other country is not free, with individuals 
experiencing significant constraints on, or repression of, their political freedom. Students will compare the 
quality of political freedom experienced in the assigned countries. 
 
 
G U I D I N G  Q U E S T I O N S  
 

⋅ What are the characteristics of political rights? 
⋅ What political rights do democratic systems of government secure for individuals? 
⋅ How does an individual’s experience of political rights differ under tyranny? 

 
 
O B J E C T I V E S  
  
STUDENTS WILL :  
 

⋅ Demonstrate an understanding of political rights. 
⋅ Compare the individual’s experience of political rights under democratic and non-democratic 

systems of government. 
 
 
L E N G T H  O F  L E S S O N  
 

⋅ 60 minutes 
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C U R R I C U L U M  S T A N D A R D S  
 
TEKS 

⋅ WH.9.D “Identify the influence of ideas such as separation of powers, checks and balances, 
liberty, equality, democracy, popular sovereignty, human rights, constitutionalism, and 
nationalism on political revolutions.” 

⋅ WH 19.B “Identify the characteristics of the following political systems: theocracy, absolute 
monarchy, democracy, republic, oligarchy, limited monarchy, totalitarianism.” 

⋅ WH.21A “Describe how people have participated in supporting or changing  
their government.” 

⋅ WH.21B “Describe the rights and responsibilities of citizens and noncitizens in civic participation 
throughout history.” 

⋅ WH.22.F “Assess the degree to which American ideals have advanced human rights and 
democratic ideas throughout the world.” 

⋅ WH.29A “Explain the differences between primary and secondary sources and examine those 
sources to analyze frame of reference, historical context, and point  
of view.” 

⋅ WH.29B “Analyze information by sequencing, categorizing, identifying cause-and-effect 
relationships, comparing, contrasting, finding the main idea, summarizing, making 
generalizations and predictions, drawing inferences and conclusions, and developing 
connections between historical events over time.”  

⋅ WH.30 “The student communicates in written, oral, and visual forms.” 
⋅ WH.31A “Use a decision-making process to identify a situation that requires a decision, gather 

information, identify options, predict consequences, and take action to implement a decision.” 
 

AP WORLD HISTORY 
⋅ AP.6.3.III.A “The notion of human rights gained traction throughout the world.” 

 
 
B A C K G R O U N D  
 
Individual rights and freedoms apply within three broad concerns of life: political, economic, and 
personal. Political freedom, which is the focus of this lesson, encompasses the rights and freedoms 
pertaining to an individual’s participation in the conduct of government. Economic freedom refers to the 
rights of individuals to work, to enter into contracts, and to possess, use, and inherit property. Personal 
freedom encompasses a range of individual rights, sometimes referred to as “civil liberties,” including the 
right to privacy, to move and travel without restrictions, to associate with others and express opinions 
freely, and to experience due process of the law under an independent judiciary. A particular right might 
fall under more than one category, and, in some sense, the three categories of rights are interdependent.  
 
The role of government should be to secure political, economic, and personal freedoms for the greatest 
number of people. Government fulfills this obligation by preventing individuals or groups from 
oppressing other individuals or groups. Officers of government are also kept from oppressing individuals 
or groups. 
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The degree of political freedom enjoyed by the inhabitants of particular countries has two conditions. 
The first condition is the extent to which an official written constitution extends political rights to 
individuals. The second condition is the extent to which individuals are secure in their ability to exercise 
political rights in practice. The distinction between these two conditions is important, because oppressive 
governments often assert numerous rights “on paper” but significantly restrict individuals from having a 
say in the actual conduct of government. The discrepancy between what is said and what is done 
reminds us that rights become realities only when the actual structure of government together with an 
alert citizenry oblige the officers of that government to act on behalf of individual freedom. By these two 
measures it is possible for students to assess how much freedom the citizens of any country possess and 
compare that nation with others. 
 
The characteristics of political freedom are typically thought to encompass two broad categories: 
elections and good governance. Elections are concerned with the provisions a nation has made for its 
citizens to participate in governing. In a free society, those provisions will include the right to:  
 

⋅ Choose the head of government and other representatives in elections. 
⋅ Vote without fear, coercion, or domination by others. 
⋅ Participate in free, fair, and regular elections with secret ballots. 
⋅ Rely on unbiased counting of the vote. 
⋅ Choose from more than one candidate or party. 
⋅ Join or form a political party. 
⋅ Run for political office. 
⋅ Enjoy political rights, even if you are in the minority. 

 
Good governance pertains to the role of the government in promoting the good of the governed. This is 
in contrast to governments that exist to further the interests of the rulers at the expense of the governed. In 
a free society, government will: 
 

⋅ Have provisions for individuals to petition the government. 
⋅ Have elected officials, rather than hidden unelected operatives, determine laws  

and policies.  
⋅ Be open, transparent, and accountable to the electorate.  
⋅ Be free of corruption and open to public scrutiny.  

 
Using these criteria, students will analyze and compare the status of political rights under democratic 
and non-democratic systems of government. Students will also view selected videos from the Freedom 
Collection to hear from contemporary political dissidents what it means to have one’s political rights 
denied and to risk one’s safety in order to secure them.  
 
 
R E S O U R C E S  
 

⋅ Handout 1, Political Rights Analysis  



 

 
UNIT 2, LESSON 2   FREEDOMCOLLECTION.ORG 
 

4 

⋅ Technology necessary for groups to access online resources 
⋅ Freedom Collection videos 
⋅ Birtukan Midekssa: The 2005 Elections (Ethiopia, English, 3:59) 

⋅ http://www.freedomcollection.org/interviews/birtukan_midekssa/?vidid=721  
⋅ Regis Iglesias Ramirez: The Varela Project (Cuba, subtitled, 6:02)  

⋅ http://www.freedomcollection.org/interviews/regis_iglesias_ramirez/?vidid=828 
⋅ Tutu Alicante: Rule of Law (Equatorial Guinea, English, 3:07) 

⋅ http://www.freedomcollection.org/interviews/tutu_alicante/?vidid=766  
 
 
N O T E S  T O  T H E  T E A C H E R  
 

⋅ Students will need access to computers and the internet. 
⋅ Teachers may elect to use any or all of the suggested videos, which are available to 

download in advance of a lesson from the Freedom Collection website. Each video has an 
accompanying transcript that is also available on the website. 

⋅ Teachers should read all of the lessons before deciding how to split up class time for 
analysis. If additional class days are available, give students more time to complete the 
analysis, which may also be assigned as homework to allow class time for presentations 
and discussion.  

 
 
P R O C E D U R E  
(times below are suggested) 
 

1. (10 minutes) Warm-Up:  Provide each student with a copy of the Political Rights Analysis 
handout and explain that the phrases in the left-hand column describe the characteristics of 
political freedom. Have students work with a partner to identify examples of political rights that 
are secured in the United States and then enter them in the second column of the chart. Once 
students have completed their analysis, ask volunteers to share their answers and discuss as a 
class. 
 

2. (12 minutes) Next, explain to students that they will view selected videos from the Freedom 
Collection to gain insight into the experience of political rights in countries that are not free. 
Instruct students to choose one or more videos (total 6-7 minutes) to watch; ask them to identify 
the political rights described in each video. As a class, discuss this question: “How does an 
individual’s experience of political rights differ under conditions of political oppression?” 

 
⋅ Birtukan Midekssa: The 2005 Elections (Ethiopia, English, 3:59) 

http://www.freedomcollection.org/interviews/birtukan_midekssa/?vidid=721  
Ethiopian judge Birtukan Midekssa discusses how the government intervened in the 2005 
parliamentary election decision when it feared people would vote against them. Midekssa 
was sentenced to life in prison that year after her political party, the Coalition for Unity and 
Democracy, won an unprecedented number of seats. After eighteen months in prison, she 

http://www.freedomcollection.org/interviews/birtukan_midekssa/?vidid=721
http://www.freedomcollection.org/interviews/regis_iglesias_ramirez/?vidid=828
http://www.freedomcollection.org/interviews/tutu_alicante/?vidid=766
http://www.freedomcollection.org/interviews/birtukan_midekssa/?vidid=721
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was pardoned following a series of high-level negotiations. 
 

⋅ Regis Iglesias Ramirez: The Varela Project (Cuba, subtitled, 6:02)  
http://www.freedomcollection.org/interviews/regis_iglesias_ramirez/?vidid=828 
Cuban dissident Regis Iglesias Ramirez discusses the Varela Project, an effort to petition the 
government of Cuba to allow a referendum on holding new elections and expanding civil 
liberties. The Cuban constitution contains provisions for citizens to gather signatures in favor 
of a referendum, but the government has refused to call the vote. 

 
⋅ Tutu Alicante: Rule of Law (Equatorial Guinea, English, 3:07) 

http://www.freedomcollection.org/interviews/tutu_alicante/?vidid=766  
Human rights lawyer Tutu Alicante discusses the corrupt nature of the regime in Equatorial 
Guinea. Alicante laments that there is no rule of law in his country to prevent government 
corruption. 

 
3. (3 minutes) Place students in groups (3 to 4 students), explaining that they will spend the next 

few days comparing the experience of political, economic, and personal rights in two countries. 
Today they will focus on political rights. Assign each group one of the pairings listed below and 
have them record it on their Political Rights Analysis handout. 

 
Freedom Collection Country Paired With 
Cuba (not free) Chile (free) 
China (not free) Taiwan (free) 
North Korea (not free) South Korea (free) 
Burma (not free) Indonesia (free) 
Egypt (not free) Israel (free) 
Zimbabwe (not free) South Africa (free) 
Poland (free)* Russia (not free) 

*Poland is a free country today. The Freedom Collection documents the movement for freedom and 
democracy in Poland prior to the collapse of communism. 

 
4. (20 minutes) Ensure students have access to the Internet and follow these steps in order to 

complete the Political Rights Analysis chart: 
⋅ Access the Freedom House website (http://www.freedomhouse.org/report-

types/freedom-world) to learn about the experience of political rights in their countries. 
⋅ Visit the Freedom Collection website (http://www.freedomcollection.org/) to watch 

oral history videos from dissidents in their countries, where available. Use these personal 
testimonies to supplement analysis. 

⋅ Look to these and other websites for additional details: 
⋅ Comparative Constitutions Project and Google Ideas, Constitute (global 

database of constitutions) 
https://www.constituteproject.org/#/ 

⋅ International Foundation for Election Systems 
http://ifes.org/ 

⋅ National Democratic Institute for International 

http://www.freedomcollection.org/interviews/regis_iglesias_ramirez/?vidid=828
http://www.freedomcollection.org/interviews/tutu_alicante/?vidid=766
http://www.freedomhouse.org/report-types/freedom-world
http://www.freedomhouse.org/report-types/freedom-world
http://www.freedomcollection.org/
https://www.constituteproject.org/#/
http://ifes.org/
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Affairs http://www.ndi.org/international-election-mission-archive 
⋅ International Republican Institute 

http://www.iri.org/explore-our-resources/election-observation-and-assessment-
reports 

⋅ Organization for Security and Cooperation in 
Europe http://www.osce.org/odihr/elections 

⋅ University of Richmond, Constitution Finder  
http://confinder.richmond.edu/ 

⋅ U.S. State Department Human Rights 
Reports http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/hrrpt/ 

⋅ World Bank, Worldwide Governance 
Indicators http://info.worldbank.org/governance/wgi/index.aspx#home 

 
5. (5 minutes) When students have completed their analysis, have them share their findings with the 

class. Use the political freedoms chart as a guide for questions and discussion. For example: In 
the countries you analyzed, do voters have the ability to choose their head of state in free and 
fair elections? Do voters have a choice of more than one candidate or party in elections?  
 

6. (10 minutes) Conclude the lesson by asking students to prepare an exit slip by answering one or 
more of the questions below. (NOTE: If time is short, teachers may assign this activity for 
homework.) 

⋅ How does an individual’s experience of political rights in the countries you analyzed 
compare with the experience in the United States?  

⋅ How does an individual’s experience of political rights in a democratic country differ 
from the experience in a non-democratic country? 

⋅ What constraints do undemocratic governments place on an individual’s ability to have 
a say in governing?  

⋅ Based on your analysis, which political rights do you feel are most significant, and why? 
 
 
E N R I C H M E N T / E X T E N S I O N  A C T I V I T I E S  

⋅ To increase understanding, ask students to find and explain primary source images and 
documents that support their findings about the state of political rights in the countries they 
studied. 

 
 

http://www.ndi.org/international-election-mission-archive
http://www.iri.org/explore-our-resources/election-observation-and-assessment-reports
http://www.iri.org/explore-our-resources/election-observation-and-assessment-reports
http://www.osce.org/odihr/elections
http://confinder.richmond.edu/
http://confinder.richmond.edu/
http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/hrrpt/
http://info.worldbank.org/governance/wgi/index.aspx#home


POLITICAL RIGHTS ANALYSIS
As you conduct your analysis and collect and record specific evidence in the chart below,  
prepare to answer the following questions:

· What evidence do you have of individuals’ ability to exercise their political rights pertaining to elections?

· What evidence do you have of individuals’ ability to exercise their political rights pertaining to good governance? 

· How would you describe the general status of political rights in each country?

HANDOUT 1

Assigned Country #1: _______________________

Freedom House Status: _______________________ 

Freedom Rating: _______

What system of government does your country of  

study have? ________________________________

Assigned Country #2: _______________________

Freedom House Status: _______________________ 

Freedom Rating: _______

What system of government does your country of  

study have? ________________________________

POLITICAL 
RIGHTS

COUNTRY
#1

COUNTRY
#2

EXAMPLES/EVIDENCE  
OF THIS IN THE U.S.

Choose the head of 
government and other 
representatives in free  
and fair elections

A government that is 
accountable, open to 
scrutiny, transparent, and 
free of corruption

Vote without fear, coercion, 
or domination by others

A government in which 
elected officials determine 
laws and policies

Rely on unbiased counting  
of the vote

Choose from more than  
one candidate

Join or form a political party

Run for office

Petition the government

Participate in free, fair,  
and regular elections with 
secret ballots
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