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For new recruits, the Israeli 
Defense Forces (IDF) is not only 
an army but a rite of passage: 
one that smooths your transition 
into adult society. Choosing not 
to serve, therefore, marks you 
out as an other. It can lead to 
being labelled a threat and even 
a traitor. 

Noa Golan is one of those 
people, though she never 
expected to be. Her parents and 
two older brothers served in 
the military, so the plan was 
that she’d follow suit. “My dream 
was to become a pilot,” says 
the soft-spoken 19-year-old, 

sitting in a Tel Aviv cafe. “It went 
without saying that you joined 
the army after school.”

But during a scholarship 
interview for an international 
high school, a question about 
Arab refugees from Israel’s 1948 
war caught Noa off-guard. “I 
thought I was very open-minded, 
very aware,” she says. “But at the 
age of 16, I had this realisation 
that I didn’t know much about the 
conflict’s history. Even though we 
studied history at school, it was 
from a very narrow perspective.”

Noa won that scholarship 
and, for the first time, started 
getting to know people from 
countries she considered 
enemies. Then, with the 2014 
Gaza War as a backdrop, Noa’s 
new peers questioned her about 
Israel’s actions. That’s when she 
realised that serving would feel 
antithetical to her values. “Even 
for me, it took a long time to 
accept that I wouldn’t join.”

What followed was a year-
long fight for an exemption. As 
a conscientious objector, Noa 
had to defend her principles 
before a committee of seven male 
officers. When her claims were 
rejected (twice), she was sent to 
military prison and appealed for 
a new hearing. The process put 
enormous strain on her family, 
who endured extensive abuse over 
the controversy.

“Even though my family 
disagreed with me, they 
respected me for being loyal to 
my truth,” says Noa, who absorbed 
the brunt of the backlash, even in 
prison. “One girl came up to me 
and said, ‘We’re not going to talk, 
we’re going to fight.’ I replied, 
‘No, we’re going to be friends.’” 

Today, Noa sees her path as 
one of advocacy. Now a volunteer 
community manager at a youth 
centre, she eventually wants to 
become a marketing strategist 
for NGOs. Young people, she says, 
are often afraid to talk about 
politics, but if individuals 
like herself continue to take 
a stand, others will follow. 
“[Our generation] have to be 
optimists,” she says. “We don’t 
have a choice. We’re not allowed 
to give up.”

At 14, Netiwit Chotiphatphaisal 
inadvertently became the face 
of Thailand’s student activism 
movement – a daunting role, 
given the country’s history 
of draconian lèse-majesté 
laws, military coups and 
state violence.

Considered a “disgrace” for 
his “extreme thinking” by the 
leader of Thailand’s military 
junta, the 21-year-old political 
science student now works with 
other students at Chulalongkorn 
University to advocate for 
educational reform, democracy 
and free speech. 

“We want a free and fair 
society, to have people be able 
to speak, to write, to collaborate 
freely,” says Netiwit, sitting 
beside a stack of his freshly 
printed book I Can Love My 
Country Without Having to 
be Drafted. 

Though Thailand has a long 
tradition of student activism, 
past movements - like the 1976 
massacre of student protesters 
by state forces and a royalist 
mob - are rarely taught in 
schools. Their omission 
from history textbooks, and 
Netiwit’s own ignorance of them 
before founding the Thailand 
Educational Revolution Alliance, 
is what inspired him and his 
friends to start a press. They 
publish their own writings and 
translate foreign texts, like On 
Tyranny, so that students can take 
charge of their own educations.

Netiwit became infamous 
after questioning Thailand’s 
mandatory haircut styles for 
students – first in a school paper 
and then on national TV. Since 
then, he’s made international 
headlines as a conscientious 
objector, faced sedition charges 
and been removed from his 
position in student government. 

“If the education here is good, 
why do teachers have to be afraid 
of students who raise questions? 
We are afraid of many things in 
Thailand: afraid of the military 
junta and getting in trouble,” he 
explains, admitting that “it can 
be very dangerous to live like an 
activist,” which is why so many of 
his peers keep a low profile. He 
believes that older people are 
less willing to take risks since 
it isn’t their own future they’re 
fighting for. Young activists, 
meanwhile, push for change 
because they don’t rely on what 
hasn’t worked so far.

His greatest hope? “That Thai 
society will be more open and 
that more people will challenge 
the power” of the junta. “We can 
create that change,” he says with 
a confident nod. “For our future 
and for our human dignity, we have 
to fight.” 
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