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Born in Durham, England in 1891, Percy Fisher
arrived in Cape Town in 1912 at the age of 20.
After moving to the Witwatersrand he became 
a trade unionist and joined the South African
Industrial Federation (SAIF), which organized
white workers and was formed in 1914. A
mineworker, he became known for his dissident
and radical views and was active in the independ-
ent Works Committee movement that emerged
from 1918 with the aid of W. H. Andrews 
and the revolutionary syndicalist International
Socialist League. The Works Committees often
acted outside of the official South African
Mineworkers Union (SAMWU) and SAIF, and
Fisher was one of several militants condemned
by SAIF leader Archie Crawford for heading an
unofficial strike at City Deep Mine in late 1920.

Nonetheless, Fisher was elected SAMWU
secretary. The election was controversial, and 
this, along with serious clashes with the other
SAMWU executive members, saw Fisher forced
to resign. A second unofficial strike in January
1921 saw SAMWU fine Fisher and his comrades
and suspend 11 union members. Undaunted,
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the dissidents rejected the decisions, set up a
Council of Action in July 1921, and issued a 
manifesto heavily influenced by revolution-
ary syndicalism. Reproduced in the Workers’
Dreadnought, the manifesto called for “rank and
file control” of SAMWU, and “Industrial
Unionism” with “the avowed object of wresting
the economic power out of the hands of the 
capitalist class” (Pate & McDermid 1922).

In January 1922 a general strike among 
white miners spiraled into a general strike of 
white workers and developed into an armed
insurrection by March. A “Committee of
Action,” emerging from the Council of Action,
which had been joined by Andrews, was instru-
mental in moving the miners’ strike into a white
general strike. Fisher, a popular figure, fiery
speaker, and outright revolutionary who had
advocated workers’ militias from an early stage
in the strike, was the key figure in the move
toward armed insurrection. The unofficial leader
of the insurrection, he vowed that he would 
not be taken alive. Fighting in the trenches in
Fordsburg, Johannesburg to defend the insurrec-
tionists’ headquarters, Fisher was found dead,
almost certainly a suicide.

SEE ALSO: Communist Party of South Africa,
1921–1950; South Africa, Labor Movement
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