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	The 1850’s, particularly 1854, is seen as an important time in America’s history because it is seen as the time when the Republican Party was created.  Historians believe the Republican Party was seen as an anti-slavery group that was created in response to the signing of the Kansas Nebraska Act.  Before the creation of the Republican Party there were two other major political parties; the Whigs and Democrats, which were seen as the major political competitors of the time.  The political party that is typically overlooked at this time is the American Party, this anti-Catholic, anti-immigrant party was known as the Know-Nothings, because members were instructed if questioned to say that they knew nothing about the group. (Gienapp, 530).  
In describing this group historian William Gienapp writes, “This secret political society underwent a phenomenal expansion beginning in 1853; in less than two years it had organized in every state and, claiming a national membership of one million voters, seemed destined to replace the rapidly disintegrating Whig party as the major opposition to the Democratic Party in the country.” (Gienapp, 530).  The Know-Nothing Party quickly became a legitimate threat on the local and state level, and would soon provide a challenge to Democratic Party on the national level.  
Historian G.H. Haynes declares, “This Native American organization whose oath bound members took for their leading principle the defense of American institutions from the dangers to which they deemed them exposed at the hands of men of alien birth and of Roman Catholic creed.  In no other state was the victory so overwhelming as in Massachusetts… The Know Nothing nominee for governor received a clear majority of nearly 33,000 over all opponents.  Sixty three percent of the total vote was cast for this candidate of a secret society.  In the new senate every member was a Know-nothing; in the house the roll included one Whig, one Democrat, one Free Soiler, and 376 Know-nothings.” (Haynes, Pg. 68).  
As can be seen by the numbers, the Know-Nothing Party achieved its greatest success in Massachusetts and would rule politics in the Commonwealth from 1854-1857.  As is the case with many political parties there was not just one issue which united the Know Nothings, but the major rallying point for most of its members was the idea of nativism, particularly towards the Irish Catholic members of society.  In reference to the Know-Nothing Party historian Oscar Handlin writes, “Everywhere the success of the party rested upon thousands of men drawn into politics by nativism.” (Handlin, 201).  This paper will focus on the nativist political platform of the Know-Nothing Party at the national level as well as looking at how the Know Nothing Party used the idea of nativism to successfully implement many reforms in Massachusetts during this time period.  By looking at the ideas and success of the Know- Nothing Party we can further grasp the role that nativism played in society at this time.  Although there were certainly many other issues, slavery being a major one, which propelled this party into a position of power, those issues will not be analyzed in this paper.   
	The success of any political party relies on the ability to get voters to understand and ultimately agree with your viewpoints on many different issues.  There are always issues that carry more weight than others; the opposition to slavery is seen as the major issue that formed the Republican Party in 1854.  To understand the issue that helped the Know-Nothing Party gain success we must look at the time period and what was going on in America between 1847-1857.  Immigration of Irish Catholics during this time climbed at a record pace and this caused a lot of tension between “native” Protestants and “foreign” Catholics.  
Historian G.H. Haynes writes, “It was not until the famine summer of 1847 that the immense acceleration came which for the first time gave this country an immigrant problem.  In that single year the number of immigrant arrivals makes a leap of 80,000.  Taking the figures of the year 1844 as a standard of comparison, they are multiplied by three in 1847, by four in 1850 and by five and one-half in 1854, the year when the Know nothings began their political career… Still more striking, in some respects, are the figures of emigration from great Britain and Ireland to the United States, which show that three-fourths of the astonishing leap in the figures of 1847 was due to the outflow from the United Kingdom.  This tide of emigration reached its flood in 1850, when it stood six times as high as in 1844.” (Haynes, 70).  
This “tide” of immigration frightened many “native” Protestants to wonder what might happen if the Irish continue to flow in at this alarming rate.  Issues like job security, wages being dropped, political upheaval, religious affiliation, and even corruption of society through consumption of alcohol were issues which weighed heavily on the minds of Protestants and were part of the reason they created their American Party.  They could also exploit these fears to gain the support of “ordinary” citizens to join their party and vote for their reforms.  
Haynes goes on to write, 
“The fact that the Irish immigrant was rapidly becoming more and more in evidence aroused a two-fold anxiety which speedily developed into a two-fold prejudice against him.  What was to be his part in politics?  His training in self-control at home had not been such as to make him a devotee of order and upholder of government.  How would he vote on the “Maine” law?  Would he attack the public school in the interest of his church?  As it became apparent what a make-weight the Irish vote might become, and that the alien vote was increasing in Boston twelve times as fast as the native vote, it became a serious question whether the existing naturalization laws were not inadequate in substance and too lax in enforcement. “ (Haynes 74).  
This became one of the major questions that the American Party had to wrestle with and try to solve through the passing of legislation on the state and national level.
	Understanding the time period allows us to look into and understand the “American Platform of Principles” that was adopted by the Know Nothing Party in Philadelphia, on February 21, 1856. (American Platform of Principles 1).  Although very few of the principles that were drawn out in this document were ever passed, it laid the foundation for the Know Nothing Party, especially in Massachusetts, to control the minds of the voters and allow other “native” reforms to be passed.  The principles outlined in this document speak about “Americans ruling America” and how only “native-born citizens” should have the right to draw up state constitutions or hold political office.   Principle number three states “Americans must rule America, and to this end native born citizens should be selected for all State, Federal, and municipal offices of government employment, in preference to all others.” (American Platform of Principles 1).  Another principle aimed changing the naturalization laws reads, “A change in the laws of naturalization, making a continued residence of twenty-one years, of all not heretofore provided for, and indispensible requisite for citizenship hereafter, and excluding all paupers and persons convicted of crime, from landing upon our shores…” (American Platform of Principles 2).  In going along with the idea of citizenship the party also declared, “An enforcement of the principles that no state or Territory ought to admit others than citizens to the right of suffrage, or of holding political offices of the United States.” (American Platform of Principles 1).  Although very few of the ideas presented at Philadelphia would be voted into law, the Know-Nothing Party was able to spread the fear of foreigners, particularly Irish Catholics, in order to gain supporters and strengthen their party on the national level.  This same fear of the foreigner idea will be used by the Know Nothing Party in Massachusetts to keep the Irish from interfering in many of the reforms, which had little to do with immigration, that the “natives” wanted passed.                         
	By looking at the national platform against immigrants presented by the Know-Nothing Party it makes sense that Massachusetts would be the state where this nativist platform would register with voters and strengthen the cause of the party.  With the number of Irish Catholic immigrants that were coming off the boats at this time the fear that the Irish could influence the outcome of elections as a voting majority was a fear of many Protestants at this time.  This explains why so many parts of the nativist platform were aimed at keeping the Irish from voting and holding office.  The Irish were seen as a group that was opposed to reform, for instance, the temperance laws, and the Know Nothing Party needed an issue to galvanize the complacent voters who typically did not go out and vote.  The fear of the Irish alien was a perfect way to awaken these voters and allow them a powerful voice in the American Party.  Historian Oscar Handlin writes, “The lesson to the reformers was obvious and was confirmed by simultaneous elections in Charlestown and Roxbury: the Irish stood in the way of reform; reform forces could best be augmented and galvanized on an anti-Irish basis; the dormant voters must be awakened by an anti-alien alarm.”  (Handlin 200).  This was the key to the Know-Nothing Party and their success in Massachusetts; they were a reform minded group who actually were unable to pass much of the nativist legislation that they proposed. But by putting the fear of the Irish immigrant in the minds of many voters they were able to control politics in Massachusetts, without the fear of the Irish being able to stop any of the reforms that the “Natives” wanted.  Historian Dale Baum writes, “Some historians have assumed that the same impulse toward reform that ushered in Know Nothingism produced the Massachusetts Republican Party.  Furthermore, some have suggested that this reformist urge should be seen as an outgrowth of the values and beliefs of native-born Protestant voters.  The difficulty is that one must distinguish carefully between nativism as an intolerant attitude toward Irish Catholics and nativism as a force in politics.”  (Baum Pg. 963).  Even though the Know Nothings passed few of the ideas laid out in their American Platform of Principles, they were able to use their nativist ideas to become “a force in politics” in Massachusetts during this time period.  The Know Nothings did pass some laws against the Irish in Massachusetts.  They disbanded the Irish military companies, foreigners in the police force and in State agencies were discharged, and some Irish were deported. (Handlin 203).  
Their reforms aimed at fixing the state were much larger, and these included, restructuring the basis for the school system, abolishing imprisonment for debt, establishing the first insurance commission, extending the power of juries, strengthening the temperance movement, increased homestead and women’s rights laws, and assumed a firm anti-slavery position by passing a personal liberty law, and removed controversial Judge Loring who ruled in favor of southerners in many fugitive slave cases. (Handlin 202).  These were the types of reforms that the “natives” were fearful that the Irish would try to block and this was the real reason for creating this fear and hatred of the Irish.  Many of the reforms, like the temperance reform, were not liked by the Irish and natives wanted to make sure that the Irish would not be able to block these types of reforms.  This was how the Know Nothing Party created a strong following and dominated politics in Massachusetts during this time period.           
	In Massachusetts and across the country the Know-Nothing Party started to lose members around 1856-1857 and the issue of slavery would be a major contributor to the eventual downfall of the party.  Historian Dale Baum writes, “After the National Know Nothing organization split over the question of slavery, many of the antislavery men who had cooperated with the Know Nothings in 1854 switched in 1855 to the newly revitalized Republican Party… The Republican platform did not contain any nativist or “reform” planks.” (Baum 966).  Even though the Know Nothings were successful for only a short period it does tell us about the nativist fervor of the time and how this political party was able to harness this power and use it to rise to a position of power.  Although actually passing little legislation that truly attacked Irish Catholic immigration, the Know Nothings were able to pass reforms, particularly in Massachusetts, by using this fear of foreigners to get citizens into their party and out to the voting booths.                     
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