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Title:   
The Arizona Mexico Border from 1917-1920 

 
Abstract:  

This lesson has been created for a World History classroom setting. This lesson should be 
taught within a unit about WWI. In addition, this lesson is attempting to get students to 
understand the importance of borders in a time period where borders were constantly changing 
around the world. In this lesson students will look at the importance of the Arizona-Mexico 
border from a couple of different viewpoints to see not only how the border shaped views about 
the people who lived around it, but also how the people surrounding the border helped to make 
the border important. 
 
Subject and Grade:  

This lesson has been created for sophomores taking World History. This lesson is meant 
to fit within a World War One unit. 
 
Days:  
 This lesson is slated to take one class period of 55 minutes. 
 
Enduring Understandings: 

1. Borders are shaped by the people that surround them and people are affected by the 
borders they live near. 

2. Borders are both a physical and a societal construct. 
3. Borders are used by people in various ways and change over time. 
4. Borders can have unintended or unanticipated significance. (e.g. push-pull factors) 

 
Essential Questions: 

1. How is the Arizona-Mexico border significant during the time period of 1917-1920? 
2. How does the Arizona-Mexico border shape the views of the people that live near the 

border? 
3. How do circumstances at the border affect national and international affairs and vice 

versa? 
4. What is the difference between a primary and a secondary source? 

 
Content Objectives: 

1. Students will be able to explain how many different facets, both local and global, 
affected the people surrounding the Arizona-Mexico border. 

2. Students will be able to evaluate the significance of the Arizona-Mexico border 
during the period of 1917-1920. 

 
Skill Objectives: 

1. Students will be able to analyze different types of primary and secondary sources. 



2. Students will be able to formulate and argument based on evidence to support their 
answer to the big historic question. 

 
Standards: 

1. National Council for Social Studies Standards1 
a. Theme #3: People, Places and Environments 

i. The study of people, places, and environments enables us to understand 
the relationship between human populations and the physical world. 

ii. Students should study the causes, patterns and effects of human settlement 
and migration, learn the roles of different kinds of population centers in a 
society, and investigate the impact of human activities on the environment. 

b. Theme #6: Power, Authority, and Governance 
i. The development of civic competence requires and understanding of the 

foundations of political thought, and the historical development of various 
structures of power, authority and governance. It also requires knowledge 
of the evolving functions of these structures in contemporary U.S. society, 
as well as in other parts of the world. 

c. Theme #9: Global Connections 
i. Global connections have intensified and accelerated the changes faced at 

the local, national, and international levels. 
ii. Connections among nations and regions of the world provide opportunities 

as well as uncertainties. The realities of global interdependence require 
deeper understand of the increasing and diverse global connections among 
world societies and regions. 

2. National Standards for History: National Center for History in the Schools UCLA2 
a. World History Era 8: A Half-Century of Crisis and Achievement, 1900-1945 

i. Standard 2: The causes and global consequences of World War I 
1. Standard 2B: The students understand the global scope, outcome, 

and human costs of the war. 
a. 2B.3: Explain how massive industrial production and 

innovations in military technology affected strategy, tactics, 
and the scale and duration of war. 

b. 2B.5: Assess the short-term demographic, social, economic, 
and environmental consequences of the war’s 
unprecedented violence and destruction. 

3. National Standards for History: National Center for History in Schools UCLA3 
a. United States History Era 7: The Emergence of a Modern America, 1890-1930 

i. Standard 2: The changing role of the United States in world affairs 
through World War I. 

1. Standard 2B: the Student understands the causes of World War I 
and why the United States intervened. 

a. 2B.4: Evaluate Wilson’s leadership during the period of 
neutrality and his reasons for intervention. 

2. Standard 2C: The student understands the impact at home and 
abroad of the United States involvement in World War I. 

                                                
1 http://www.socialstudies.org/standards/strands 
2 http://www.nchs.ucla.edu/Standards/world-history-standards 
3 http://www.nchs.ucla.edu/Standards/us-history-content-standards 



a. 2C.1: Explain U.S. Military and economic mobilization for 
war and evaluate the role of labor, including women and 
African Americans. 

 
 
Historical Background: 

The southwestern borderlands between the United States and Mexico have long been 
geographically and historically significant forces in the region. The border, whether imagined or 
marked, has highlighted push and pull factors for as long as people have been migrants on the 
land. From the early days of U.S. expansion westward through the beginning of the twentieth 
century, the border with Mexico changed over time; in the ways it was used and perceived, as 
well as the effects it has had on human activity.  
 

In the days before the Mexican-American War, the border was essentially non-existent in 
any official capacity. Following that war, man-made lines began to be surveyed and drawn, but 
were still largely unrecognized by people already living or migrating throughout the landscape of 
the Southwest. Eventually, with the Mexican Revolution of 1910 as a catalyst, these lines 
became more concrete and divisive, but simultaneously attractive to many. According to 
historian Rachel St. John, it was in this time that the story of the border truly became “the story 
of how two nation-states, their citizens, and a host of historical forces transformed an 
undistinguished strip of land into a site of capitalist production and a meaningful marker of state 
power and national identities.”  
 

It was in the early twentieth century that we see Mexican revolutionaries, including ex-
pats on the American side, using the border as a means of challenging and subverting the state 
power of both the Mexican and U.S. governments. In response, and in an effort to maintain 
neutrality, the U.S. government began flooding the border towns with a massive military 
presence. Despite these efforts, the border became a greater and greater draw for people with 
hopes of not just political influence, but also capitalist ventures. Perhaps the biggest 
moneymaker to come out of this time period was the smuggling of illegal goods that persists to 
this day. People were not repelled by the violence of the revolution but, rather, drawn to the 
border by opportunity. Items deemed to be contraband on both sides of the border began to flow 
across national lines in both directions. The illicit nature of weapons and illegal substances made 
the profit potential all the more alluring to smugglers. As a result, more and more opportunists 
moved to the borderlands to take advantage.  
 

Outside of smuggling illegal items from country to country, there were also numerous 
legal ways of exploiting the borderland for profit. The discovery of rich deposits of copper and 
other minerals made the territory and eventual state of Arizona immensely attractive to large 
companies as well as laborers from around the world. A large number of the workers who moved 
to boom towns like Bisbee, AZ were indeed of Mexican origin. Distrust and racism towards 
Mexicans and Mexican-Americans was only exacerbated by the fear generated in border raids by 
the likes of Pancho Villa. Mexicans were not permitted to work in the higher paying jobs below 
ground in the mines and were relegated to living in segregated communities as was the case with 
most other ethnic groups. 
 

Xenophobic and racist attitudes were further compounded in the region by U.S. entry into 
World War I. As historian Ken de Masi put it, “World War I had intensified the anti-immigrant 



climate throughout the country, but it was especially prevalent in Arizona with all foreigners 
being suspect.” One might ask why this was the case, and the answer is a fairly simple one. With 
more and more people from across the globe pouring into Bisbee and other mining towns near 
the border, there was a sadly natural process of “othering” that took place. Those who had the 
higher paying jobs in and around the mines resented the perceived threat of newer, perhaps 
cheaper, labor encroaching on their livelihoods. Furthermore, with fears of foreign influences, 
espionage, and sabotage on the minds of wartime America, it is easy to see why workers from 
outside the U.S. were largely distrusted and suspected.  
 

With mining companies trying to make the largest profits possible off of the more 
lucrative than ever copper mining industry, of course many workers began to feel abuse and 
mistreatment. Various organized labor movements came to towns like Bisbee, much to the 
chagrin of both company owners and the established local civic authorities. While Arizona’s first 
governor, W.P. Hunt, was friendly to organized labor and the working man, his first successor 
was not. As the mining companies continued sinking their metaphorical claws deeper and deeper 
into the state, their anti-labor, anti-immigrant machinations became more and more pronounced. 
The Cochise County Sherriff, Harry Wheeler, was one such public official who was an obvious 
friend of the mining executives and bane of organized labor. His deputizing of vigilantes who 
then illegally kidnapped and deported over 1,000 striking workers is one of the clearest examples 
of this anti-labor mentality. The fact that, of these strikers, most were not of American descent 
was no coincidence. Despite the reality that no more than a few hundred of these men were 
actually members of the seemingly un-American International Workers of the World 
organization, their foreignness was enough to make them a perceived threat to the mining 
companies, the social order, and the security of the nation. The I.W.W. was seen as the most 
subversive of all the many unions represented and, in all honestly, it was the truth by their own 
admittance. Even though I.W.W. rhetoric did often include talk of a coming workers revolution, 
this did not necessarily make them pawns of some foreign conspiracy to overthrow and defeat 
the United States from abroad. Nonetheless, the newspapers of Bisbee, Tucson, and other 
Arizona towns often portrayed them as puppets of the German Kaiser and a danger to the safety 
and prosperity of all Americans. It should be mentioned that the mining companies owned most 
of these newspapers. A headline printed by the New York Times on July 10, 1917, reads, 
“I.W.W. Denials. Not Under German Influence, and No Revolution Planned, They Say.” This 
demonstrates the very specific portrayal of organized labor as a threat to the war effort 
orchestrated by the German enemy. The events of 1917 were a perfect storm for this kind of 
suspicion to run rampant.  
 

The most well known and influential of these events was the decoding and publicizing of 
the infamous Zimmerman Telegram. This was a diplomatic message from the German Foreign 
minister, which spoke of offering Mexico the endorsement of a plan to take back former 
territories in Texas, New Mexico, and Arizona. This plan clearly would have benefitted Germany 
in that it would have opened up a new front for the Americans and therefore weakened efforts in 
Europe. Mexico, as we know, did not take the Germans up on their proposal, but further damage 
was done to the peace and social order of the borderland. The Los Angeles Times wrote of the 
border that, “Sedition, conspiracy, plots and intrigue are in the very air. The telegraph lines are 
tapped, operators have been seduced with gold and spies come and go at will. Men who are 
known all over Europe hob-knob with Mexican bandits, Japanese secret service agents and 
renegades from this country.” There are likely few statements that better highlight the zeitgeist of 
the borderlands in 1917. 



 
Assessment: 

Students will be required to provide a claim/answer to the big historic question using 3-4 
textually derived pieces of evidence to back up their claim.  

This assessment will allow the teacher to make sure that the students are not only 
understanding the content that is placed before them, but it will also allow students to create an 
argument that they back up with their own evidence. 
 
 
Instructional Materials: 

Below you will find the necessary primary sources, secondary sources, primary analysis 
tools and other handouts to complete the lesson. 
 
Step By Step Sequence of Plan: 

1. Time Allotted (55 minutes) 
2. Lesson Introduction – (3-5 minutes) 

a. Introduce the big historic question and what the sequence of the class will look 
like. 

i. Big Historic Question: How is the Arizona-Mexico border significant 
during the time period of 1917-1920? 

3. Document Analysis and Overview – (30-35 minutes) 
a. The teacher should provide the students with copies of documents A-D. During 

this time period, the students should read the documents individually and fill out 
the primary source analysis worksheets for the two primary sources. Teacher may 
group the students into a jigsaw format if desired.  

b. The teacher should remind the students during this time to interact with the 
documents, whether that means by highlighting, underlining, circling or writing 
down questions with the purpose of answering the big historic question. 

4. Written Response and Sharing - (15-20 minutes) 
a. The teacher should now direct the students to write a written response to the big 

historic question with a requirement being that they use 3-4 pieces of textual 
evidence to support their claim/answer to the big historic question. 

  



Day	  1	  -‐	  Time	   Activity	   Students’	  Learning	  
Tasks	  

Teachers’	  Learning	  
Tasks	  
	  

3-‐5	  minutes	   Lesson	  Introduction	  
and	  Big	  History	  
Question	  

Students	  take	  notes	  
on	  the	  question	  

Teacher	  explains	  and	  
summarizes	  the	  Big	  
Historic	  Question	  

30-‐35	  minutes	   Document	  Analysis	  
and	  Overview	  

Students	  actively	  read	  
the	  documents	  and	  
analyze	  using	  the	  LOC	  
guide.	  

Teacher	  monitors	  
student	  analysis	  and	  
offers	  guidance.	  

15-‐20	  minutes	   Written	  Response	   Students	  respond	  to	  
the	  Big	  Historic	  
Question	  by	  using	  
textual	  evidence	  for	  
support.	  

Teacher	  monitors	  
student	  responses	  
and	  questions	  
students	  if	  need	  be.	  

 
 
Day	  2	  -‐	  Time	   Activity	   Students’	  Learning	  

Tasks	  
Teachers’	  Learning	  
Tasks	  
	  

30-‐55	  minutes	   Students	  share	  
responses	  with	  
classmates	  either	  in	  
small	  group	  or	  large	  
class	  format.	  

Students	  share	  their	  
responses	  to	  the	  Big	  
Historic	  Question	  with	  
their	  classmates.	  

Teacher	  monitors	  the	  
student	  responses	  
and	  guides	  answers	  if	  
need	  be.	  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
	  
	  
	  

	  



Document	  A:	  Zimmerman	  Telegram	  (Modified)	  
	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
  



Document B: I.W.W. Denials 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: The New York Times. Published: July 10, 1917 
  



Document C: An Overview of the Bisbee Deportation of 1917 (Modified) 
 

Abstract: A few months after the United States entered the Great War (World War 

I), a general strike of the copper miners took place in the mining city of Bisbee 

located in southeastern Arizona a few miles from the border with Mexico. While 

the strike from the miners’ perspective was peaceful, it took place at a time and in 

an atmosphere when many conflicting social, political, and economic issues were 

present or emerging. The geography of Bisbee played an important role in how 

these issues and events came to impact this strike. On July 12, 1917, almost 2,000 

men, organized and deputized by the Cochise County sheriff, arrested at gunpoint 

some 2,000 suspected strikers and supporters in the early morning hours. They 

were then marched some two miles to a local baseball field where the arrested men 

were asked to swear loyalty to the copper mine owners. The 1,186 men who would 

not were then loaded onto 23 railroad cars, shipped under armed guards and 

abandoned some 200 miles east in the desert of southern New Mexico, without 

food, water, or shelter. While this event has been characterized as the deportation 

of radical and subversive labor organizers of the Industrial Workers of the World 

(popularly called the Wobblies and considered un-American by many), it has as 

accurately been considered an illegal kidnapping fueled by political intrigue, mass 

war hysteria, economic greed, and anti-immigrant sentiments. 

Source: Kenneth F. De Masi. An Overview of the Bisbee Deportation of 1917 
  



Document D: Making the Border a Divide, 1917-1920 (Modified) 
 

As the United States moved toward entering World War I, concerns about international 

espionage joined Americans’ worries about upholding neutrality laws, repelling raiders, and 

dodging stray bullets along the boundary line. “If the people of Los Angeles knew what was 

happening on our border, they would not sleep at night,” reported the Los Angeles Times in April 

1917. “Sedition, conspiracy, plots and intrigue are in the very air. The telegraph lines are tapped, 

operators have been seduced with gold and spies come and go at will. Men who are known all 

over Europe hob-nob with Mexican bandits, Japanese secret service agents and renegades from 

this country.” It was rumored that Mexican leaders, including Carranza and Baja California 

Governor Cantú, were in cahoots with the Germans. A decoded telegram from the German 

foreign secretary, Arthur Zimmerman, offering Mexico support to “reconquer its former 

territories in Texas, New Mexico, and Arizona” in exchange for an alliance against the United 

States only fueled these fears. As news of the Zimmerman telegram spread in February 1917 

many Americans worried about eh vulnerability of the border. “In the event of war, which now 

seems certain, “ the Los Angeles Times wrote, “the long Mexican border will prove the cancer 

that must be cut out if the United States is to survive.” 

 Responding to concerns that enemy agents might slip across the border undetected, the 

U.S. government effectively closed the boundary line to all but local traffic in 1918. The wartime 

Passport Control Act, in effect from 1918 to 1921, required that all aliens obtain a visa before 

entering the United States. “No one can cross the border without a regular passport, accompanied 

by photographs, etc,” explained one American who owned property on the border near Tijuana. 

“These passports are issued in Washington and it takes several weeks to obtain them after 

application has been made.” 

 

 

Source: St. John, Rachel. Line in the Sand: A History of the Western U.S.-Mexico Border. 

Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2011, p.139-139. 

 
  



 
 


