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THE SOVIET UNION 
 
  
I N T R O D U C T I O N  
 
In this lesson, students will assess reactions to the defeat of Nazi Germany in World War II and the rise 
of the Soviet Union from the perspective of individual rights. These responses will include the 
establishment of the United Nations and the adoption of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 
the 1940s, as well as the signing of the Helsinki Accords by the United States, Canada, the Soviet 
Union, and most European countries in the 1970s. Students will also examine changes and trends in the 
status of freedom in the world from the end of World War II to the close of the twentieth century. 
  
 
G U I D I N G  Q U E S T I O N S  
 

 How did free societies respond to totalitarianism in Nazi Germany and the rise of the Soviet 
Union, contributing to the emergence of a universal understanding of freedom and individual 
rights? 

 Which individual rights are enshrined in documents like the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights and the Helsinki Accords? 

 Where did individual freedom, secured under democratic systems of government, take root in 
the second half of the twentieth century? 

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

 Examine the responses of free societies to totalitarianism in Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union. 
 Analyze the emergence of a universal understanding of freedom and individual rights. 
 Evaluate the spread of democracy and freedom in the second half of the  

twentieth century. 
 
 
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.12.A “Describe the emergence and characteristics of totalitarianism.” 
 WH.12.B “Explain the role of various world leaders, including Benito Mussolini, Adolf Hitler, 

Hideki Tojo, Joseph Stalin, Franklin D. Roosevelt, and Winston Churchill, prior to and during 
World War II.” 

 WH.18.C-D “Identify the historical origins and characteristics of socialism/fascism.” 
 WH.19.B “Identify the characteristics of the following political systems: theocracy, absolute 

monarchy, democracy, republic, oligarchy, limited monarchy, totalitarianism.” 
 WH.20.D “Explain the significance of the League of Nations and the United Nations.” 
 WH.21.A “Describe how people have participated in supporting or changing  

their governments.” 
 WH.29.A “Explain the differences between primary and secondary sources and examine those 

sources to analyze frame of reference, historical context, and point  
of view.” 

 WH.29.B “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.31.A “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.” 
 WG.2.A “Describe the human and physical characteristics of the same regions at different 

periods of time to evaluate relationships between past events and  
current conditions;” 

 WG.14.B “Compare how democracy, dictatorship, monarchy, republic, theocracy, and 
totalitarian systems operate in specific countries.”   

 
AP WORLD HISTORY 

 AP. 6.2.IV.B “The sources of global conflict in the first half of the century varied.” 
 AP.6.2.IV.C “The global balance of economic and political power shifted after the end of 

World War II and rapidly evolved into the Cold War. The United States and the Soviet Union 
emerged as superpowers, which led to ideological struggles between capitalism and 
communism throughout the globe.” 

 
 
B A C K G R O U N D  
 
TWO TREATIES THAT MADE A DIFFERENCE 
 
The horrors of World War II led to a renewed effort to prevent similar global tragedies. But unlike 
previous failed efforts to create rules that would secure world peace, the post-war campaign stressed 
the central role that dictatorship and totalitarian rule had played in triggering genocide and mass 
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slaughter.  The war experience convinced many that the roots of conflict could be found, in part, in the 
nature of a society’s political system. Many had come to believe that the Nazi assertion of total power 
and Hitler’s intolerance toward Jews and other religions and races had been central to German 
aggression against its European neighbors. Thus some leaders came to believe that an important way to 
deter the outbreak of future genocidal conflicts was to encourage the spread of governing systems that 
protected democratic liberties and human rights.  
 
An important outcome of this effort was the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR).  The Human 
Rights Commission of the United Nations (UN) began drafting the UDHR in 1946, and the document 
was adopted by the UN in 1948. The UDHR was inspired and written by a group of eminent statesmen, 
including Eleanor Roosevelt, the widow of President Franklin D. Roosevelt. The Soviet Union, which had 
already seized control of the countries of Eastern Europe in the war’s aftermath, abstained in the vote.  

The UDHR is not a binding document. Many governments that signed the document routinely violate the 
rights that are enumerated. But the UDHR remains a powerful statement about the universality of human 
rights. It derives much of its credibility from its rejection of the proposition that basic rights can be limited 
by culture or national tradition. Of the UDHR’s thirty clauses, several deal with issues that came out of the 
war experience: torture, slavery, asylum, freedom of religion and thought. Other rights are also listed: 
property ownership, the right to marry and establish a family, freedom of speech, freedom of 
association.  

While the UDHR did not enjoy the force of law, it did serve as an inspiration for human rights advocates 
in succeeding decades. In some respects, the UDHR was a visionary document in that it called for 
reforms that have since become staples of the global human rights agenda. 

A second landmark human rights document is the Helsinki Accords. The Accords were meant as a treaty 
to improve relations between the United States and Western Europe on the one hand and the Soviet 
Union and Communist Eastern Europe on the other. The purpose was to reduce tensions due to Cold 
War differences between democracies and Communist powers. 

Some of the provisions dealt with mechanisms for the settlement of disputes between nations and 
territorial borders. But the Accords also included provisions for the guarantee of basic human rights, 
including the rights of thought, conscience, and religious belief. While these rights were widely 
respected in the democratic countries that signed the agreement, they were routinely violated in the 
Soviet Union, Eastern Europe, and Yugoslavia.   

The significance of the document’s human rights provisions grew in magnitude as activists and dissidents 
formed groups to measure their governments’ adherence to the rights provisions and to launch protest 
campaigns against violations. Monitoring groups were established in the Soviet Union and elsewhere in 
the Communist world, and their public statements about rights’ violations drew worldwide attention.  
Eventually, the civil liberties sections became the Accords’ most important feature and helped inspire a 
generation of activists who sought democratic change in a part of the world that had been under 
totalitarian rule.  
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DEMOCRACY AND FREEDOM BY THE YEAR 2000 
 
According to the nonprofit organization Freedom House, by the year 2000 citizens in 45 percent of the 
world’s countries enjoyed a wide range of freedoms. These include honest elections, the right to express 
dissenting opinions, a strong rule of law, broad economic liberties, and laws that guarantee equal rights 
for women. By contrast, the citizens of about 25 percent of the world’s sovereign states lived under 
outright oppression, with fraudulent elections, press censorship, the imprisonment of dissidents, 
widespread corruption, and an unjust legal system.  
 
Freedom’s progress in the twentieth century did not occur along a consistent, year-by-year pattern, but in 
three major waves. The first, in the period before and immediately after World War I (1914–1918), 
saw the expansion of elections in Europe and major gains for women’s suffrage. The second wave took 
place immediately after World War II (1939–1945), when, in reaction to the rise of totalitarian 
dictatorship, societies in Western Europe, North America, and elsewhere established systems of 
government that included both elections and civil liberties. Additionally, the movement to free colonial 
territories in Asia, Africa, and the Middle East got underway.   
 
The third, and most substantial, wave took place in the final decades of the twentieth century. From 
Western Europe to Latin America to Asia and Africa, societies that had been ruled by military 
governments or dictators made the choice for democracy. During the same period, the world’s most 
enduring totalitarian movement, Communism, collapsed almost completely, and many of the liberated 
societies opted for democracy and free institutions.  
 
Among other things, these changes have meant that people in many societies throughout the world no 
longer think of themselves as subjects, but rather as citizens with a wide array of rights. That process has 
transformed the world’s concepts of rights and freedoms.  
 
 
R E S O U R C E S  
 

 Handout 1, Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
 Handout 2, The Helsinki Accords 

  
P R E R E Q U I S I T E S  
  
Completion of Unit 3, Lesson 1, is recommended. Classes that have not completed Lesson 1 should 
consider reviewing the background readings on Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union in that lesson. 
  
N O T E S  T O  T H E  T E A C H E R  
 
The excerpt provided from the Universal Declaration of Human Rights provides the first sentence or 
major phrase of each of the 30 rights and freedoms enshrined in the document. For the full text, visit the 
United Nations website: http://www.un.org/en/documents/udhr/.  
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P R O C E D U R E   
(times below are suggested) 
 
1. (5 minutes) Warm-Up: Place students in groups and tell them to imagine they are international leaders 
who are meeting after World War II to discuss the best way to protect human rights both on the 
European Continent and in the larger world. Considering that these leaders represent different national 
interests and cultural backgrounds, ask students to brainstorm what universal principles they might be 
able to develop that will unite the group. Once they have completed their brainstorms, ask for volunteer 
groups to share their answers. 
  
2.   (30 minutes) Use the background information provided to give students context for the Universal 
Declaration of Rights and the Helsinki Accords. Explain the circumstances that led to their creation, tying 
this back to the Warm-Up activity. Provide each student with the handouts containing excerpts of these 
documents and ask them to complete the following steps as they read: 

 Highlight or underline any rights that are enshrined in each document. 
 In the Universal Declaration, place a star by any of the rights that the Nazi regime violated. 

Choose five, and at the bottom of the document give examples of how the government in 
Nazi Germany violated those rights. 

 In the Helsinki Accords, place an exclamation point by any of the rights that the Soviet 
regime violated. Choose five, and at the bottom of the document give examples of how the 
Soviet government violated those rights. 

 
NOTE: Students may want to view their tyrant character map and/or the readings from Lesson 1 to 
assist in this process. 
  
3.   (15 minutes) After students have completed their reading analysis, watch both of these Freedom 
Collection videos in which a current and a former dissident describe the impact of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights and the Helsinki Accords on their work. Use the discussion questions below 
to analyze the effect of these two documents. 
  

 Fidel Suarez Cruz: Background (Cuba, subtitled, 2:18) 
http://www.freedomcollection.org/interviews/fidel_suarez_cruz/?vidid=1072 
Cuban dissident and former political prisoner Fidel Suarez Cruz discusses his family background 
and reflects on receiving his first copy of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. 

  
 Bronislaw Wildstein: Solidarity (Poland, subtitled, 2:25) 

http://www.freedomcollection.org/interviews/bronislaw_wildstein/?vidid=1041 
Former student leader and dissident Bronislaw Wildstein describes how he and other Polish 
Solidarity leaders used the communist government’s signature to the Helsinki Accords to hold it 
accountable for violating individual freedoms and human rights. 

  
Discussion Questions: 

 How did reactions to totalitarianism in the twentieth century contribute to a more universal 
understanding of individual rights? 



 

 

UNIT 3, LESSON 2   FREEDOMCOLLECTION.ORG 

 

6

 What connection did instruments like the Universal Declaration of Human Rights make between 
individual rights and the role of democratic systems of government in securing them? 

  
4. (10 minutes) Conclude the lesson by asking students to write a response addressing the extent to 
which they agree or disagree with the quote below about the adoption of the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights.  (NOTE: If time is short, teachers may assign this activity for homework.) 
 
“We stand today at the threshold of a great event both in the life of the United Nations and in the life of 
mankind….This declaration may well become the international Magna Carta of all men everywhere. We 
hope its proclamation by the [United Nations] General Assembly will be an event comparable to the 
proclamation of the Declaration of the Rights of Man by the French people in 1789, the adoption of the 
Bill of Rights by the people of the United States, and the adoption of comparable declarations at 
different times in other countries.” 
 
— Eleanor Roosevelt, First Lady of the United States (1933–1945) and Chair of the first United Nations 
Commission on Human Rights 
 
Source: Eleanor Roosevelt, “Statement to the United Nations’ General Assembly on the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights” December 9, 1948. Accessed: 
http://www.gwu.edu/~erpapers/documents/displaydoc.cfm?_t=speeches&_docid=spc057137 
 
  
 



UNIVERSAL DECLARATION 
OF HUMAN RIGHTS

Complete the steps below as you read the document:
· Highlight or underline any specific rights that the document guarantees.
· Place a star by any of the rights that the regime in Nazi Germany violated.
· Choose five of the stars you noted; number them 1–5.
· At the bottom of the excerpt, in the spaces numbered 1 to 5,  give a specific example of how the Nazi  
  regime violated each right.

PREAMBLE 
“Whereas recognition of the inherent dignity and 
of the equal and inalienable rights of all members 
of the human family is the foundation of freedom, 
justice and peace in the world,
 
Whereas disregard and contempt for human 
rights have resulted in barbarous acts which have 
outraged the conscience of mankind, and the 
advent of a world in which human beings shall 
enjoy freedom of speech and belief and freedom 
from fear and want has been proclaimed as the 
highest aspiration of the common people,
 
Whereas i t is essential, i f man is not to be 
compelled to have recourse, as a last resor t,  
to rebell ion against tyranny and oppression,  
that human rights should be protected by the  
rule of law…
 
Whereas a common understanding of these rights 
and freedoms is of the greatest importance for the 
full realization of this pledge,
 
Now, Therefore THE GENERAL ASSEMBLY proclaims 
THIS UNIVERSAL DECLARATION OF HUMAN 
RIGHTS as a common standard of achievement for 
all peoples and all nations…
 
ARTICLE 1.
All human beings are born free and equal in dignity 
and rights. They are endowed with reason and 
conscience and should act towards one another in a 
spirit of brotherhood.

 ARTICLE 2.
Everyone is entitled to all the rights and freedoms 
set forth in this Declaration, without distinction of 
any kind, such as race, colour, sex, language, 
religion, political or other opinion, national or 
social origin, property, bir th or other status.…
 
ARTICLE 3.
Everyone has the right to life, liberty and security  
of person.
 
ARTICLE 4.
No one shall be held in slavery or servitude…
 
ARTICLE 5.
No one shall be subjected to torture or to cruel, 
inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment….
 
ARTICLE 6.
Everyone has the right to recognition everywhere as 
a person before the law.
 
ARTICLE 7.
All are equal before the law and are entitled without 
any discrimination to equal protection of the law….
 
ARTICLE 8.
Everyone has the right to an ef fective remedy by 
the competent national tr ibunals for acts violating 
the fundamental rights granted him by the 
consti tut ion or by law.
 
ARTICLE 9.
No one shall be subjected to arbitrary arrest, 
detention or exile.

The United Nations General Assembly adopted the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) on 
December 10, 1948, in Paris, France, as a result of the events of World War II and the Holocaust. The 
UDHR is a powerful statement about the universality of human rights, deriving much of its credibility from its 
rejection of the proposition that basic rights can be limited by culture or national tradition.
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ARTICLE 10.
Everyone is entitled in full equality to a fair  
and public hearing by an independent and  
impartial tribunal…
 
ARTICLE 11.
(1)  Everyone charged with a penal offence has the 
right to be presumed innocent until proved guilty 
according to law in a public trial…
 
ARTICLE 12.
No one shall be subjected to arbitrary interference 
with his privacy, family, home or correspondence…
 
ARTICLE 13.
(1) Everyone has the right to freedom of movement 
and residence within the borders of each state…
 
ARTICLE 14.
(1)  Everyone has the right to seek and to enjoy in 
other countries asylum from persecution…
 
ARTICLE 15.
(1)  Everyone has the right to a nationality…
 
ARTICLE 16.
(1)  Men and women of full age, without any 
limitation due to race, nationality or religion, have 
the right to marry and to found a family…
 
ARTICLE 17.
(1) Everyone has the right to own property alone as 
well as in association with others…
 
ARTICLE 18.
Everyone has the right to freedom of thought, 
conscience and religion…
 
ARTICLE 19.
Everyone has the right to freedom of opinion  
and expression…
 
ARTICLE 20.
(1) Everyone has the right to freedom of peaceful 
assembly and association…
 

ARTICLE 21.
(1) Everyone has the right to take part in the 
government of his country, directly or through freely 
chosen representatives…
 
ARTICLE 22.
Everyone, as a member of society, has the right to 
social security…
 
ARTICLE 23.
(1)  Everyone has the right to work, to free choice 
of employment, to just and favourable conditions of 
work and to protection against unemployment…
 
ARTICLE 24.
Everyone has the right to rest and leisure, including 
reasonable limitation of working hours and periodic 
holidays with pay.
 
ARTICLE 25.
(1)  Everyone has the right to a standard of living 
adequate for the health and well-being of himself 
and his family…
 
ARTICLE 26.
(1) Everyone has the right to education…
 
ARTICLE 27.
(1)  Everyone has the right freely to participate in 
the cultural life of the community…
 
ARTICLE 28.
Everyone is entitled to a social and international 
order in which the rights and freedoms set forth in 
this Declaration can be fully realized.
 
ARTICLE 29.
Everyone has duties to the community in which 
alone the free and full development of his 
personality is possible…
 
ARTICLE 30.
Nothing in this Declaration may be interpreted as 
implying for any State, group or person any right to 
engage in any activity or to perform any act aimed 
at the destruction of any of the rights and freedoms 
set forth herein.
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EXCERPTS FROM THE “CONFERENCE 
ON SECURITY AND CO-OPERATION IN 
EUROPE FINAL ACT” [THE HELSINKI ACCORDS]

Complete the steps below as you read the document:

· Highlight or underline any specific rights that are guaranteed within the document.
· Place an exclamation point by any rights the regime in the Soviet Union violated.
· Choose five of the exclamation points you noted; number them 1–5.
· At the bottom of the excerpt, in the spaces numbered 1 to 5, give a specific example of how the Soviet  
  regime violated each right.

Questions relating to Security in Europe
 
The States participating in the Conference on 
Security and Co-operation in Europe,
 
Reaffirming their objective of promoting better 
relations among themselves and ensuring conditions 
in which their people can live in true and lasting 
peace free from any threat to or attempt against 
their security…
 
Recognizing the close l ink between peace and 
securi ty in Europe and in the world as a whole 
and conscious of the need for each of them to 
make i ts contribution to the strengthening of 
world peace and securi ty and to the promotion of 
fundamental rights, economic and social progress 
and well -being for al l peoples;
 
Have adopted the following…
 
VII. Respect for human rights and fundamental 
freedoms, including the freedom of thought,
conscience, religion or belief
 
The participating States will respect human rights 
and fundamental freedoms, including the freedom  

of thought, conscience, religion or belief, for  
all without distinction as to race, sex, language  
or religion.
 
They will promote and encourage the effective 
exercise of civil, political, economic,
social, cultural and other rights and freedoms all of 
which derive from the inherent dignity of
the human person and are essential for his free and 
full development.
 
Within this framework the participating States will 
recognize and respect the freedom of the individual 
to profess and practice, alone or in community with 
others, religion or belief acting in accordance with 
the dictates of his own conscience.
 
The participating States on whose territory national 
minorities exist will respect the right of persons 
belonging to such minorities to equality before the 
law, will afford them the full opportunity for the 
actual enjoyment of human rights and fundamental 
freedoms and will, in this manner, protect their 
legitimate interests in this sphere.
 
The participating States recognize the universal 
significance of human rights and

The Helsinki Accords were the result of the Conference on Security and Co-operation in Europe, which 
took place in July 1975 in Helsinki, Finland. The Accords were meant as a treaty to improve relations 
between the United States and Western Europe on the one hand and the Soviet Union and Communist 
Eastern Europe on the other. The purpose was to reduce tensions due to Cold War differences between 
democracies and Communist powers.
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fundamental freedoms, respect for which is an 
essential factor for the peace, justice and wellbeing 
necessary to ensure the development of friendly 
relations and co-operation among themselves as 
among all States.
 
They will constantly respect these rights and 
freedoms in their mutual relations and will
endeavour jointly and separately, including in co-
operation with the United Nations, to
promote universal and effective respect for them.
 
They confirm the right of the individual to know and 
act upon his rights and duties in this field.

In the field of human rights and fundamental 
freedoms, the participating States will
act in conformity with the purposes and principles of 
the Charter of the United Nations and
with the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. 
They will also fulfil their obligations as set
forth in the international declarations and 
agreements in this field, including inter alia the
International Covenants on Human Rights, by which 
they may be bound…
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