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Abstract: Religion is a complex construct that defines not only the historical and social identity
of a nation, but also the personal identity of an individual. The attitude towards religion can be
conditioned by tradition, political ideology, true faith, education, etc. In our research, we have
tried to establish the level of religiousness of the female students of teacher education faculties in
Serbia, belonging to the Orthodox Christianity as the dominant confession in Serbia. We examined
their attitudes towards some of the moral challenges encountered by believers, including abortion,
prostitution, same-sex marriages, the use of cannabis, and euthanasia. Using a snowball non-
discriminative online sample of 336 female Orthodox students, we found that the students assessed
themselves as above-average religious and that out of three dimensions of religiousness measured in
the questionnaire, the lowest scores were recorded for the dimension of the effect of faith on their
behavior. The study showed that the level of religiousness is a good predictor of attitudes towards
abortion, prostitution, and same-sex marriages, but not towards the use of cannabis. Moreover,
religiousness and attitudes towards prostitution are positively correlated, which is directly opposite
to religious teachings. This is why a question arises as to whether we can speak about a return to
faith or merely a return to the traditional model of manifesting the religious as an antipode to the
secular organization in force until 1989. The results of our research point to the latter conclusion.

Keywords: Orthodox Christianity; religious tradition; Serbia; religious rites; spirituality; post-
socialist transition

1. Introduction

The definitions of religiosity and religion are numerous. What they have in common
is that in the basis of the religious belief there is a belief in the existence of the supernat-
ural, spiritual, transcendental, or holy being that affects human life, as well as all other
happenings in nature and society (Mladenovi¢ and Knebl 1999; Sugnji¢ 1998, p. 56). On the
other hand, every religion prescribes, apart from a set of beliefs, certain rituals, and the
practice of religion, which constitute a manifestation of every individual’s behavior and
religious beliefs. In that respect, religiousness is, and constitutes, the state of spirit “which a
believer should have towards the very belief in the being ‘beyond’ and towards the ways of
interpreting and defining that being as given by the church organization” (Pavicevic 1988,
p- 18). Therefore, religion as a human, cultural-historical and social phenomenon, possesses
a specific system of ideas, beliefs and practice, representing a specific form of practical
attitudes towards the world, nature, society and man (Dordevi¢ 1999). What is more,
within the same confession, certain concretizations are established that serve as differentia
specifica, e.g., of the nation and the church related to it. Therefore, for example, the Serbian
Orthodox Church [SOC] also emphasizes svetosavlje, related to Saint Sava, the founder of
the autocephalous SOC, which also serves as an identity feature of the Serbian nation.!
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Religious identity is one of the earliest identities, perhaps even the most important
acquired identity, within the collective, as well as within the personal identity of each
individual. The first religious identity, acquired by children upon birth, is the affiliation to
their parents’ confession and thus, the formation of the child’s religious identity proceeds
in line with the religion practiced by his/her family.” Numerous studies point to the
connection between parents’ and children’s religiosity, since every form of education starts
from the belief that a young person’s conscience and feelings may be affected in a previously
determined manner, as well as on the creation and development of certain cognitive, moral,
cultural and emotional characteristics of a person (Ljubotina 2004; Matejevi¢ and Stojanovic¢
2020), which are primarily developed in the family.

On the other hand, formal education as a socialization factor contributes to the for-
mation and strengthening of religious attitudes and beliefs, most commonly within the
religion or confession practiced by the person’s family, which is also confirmed through
the “aspiration of religious institutions to achieve the greatest possible influence in formal
education” (Bazi¢ 2011, p. 350). In 2001, Serbia’s educational system, from the very first
cycle of upbringing and education, introduced the subject Religious Instruction as an
optional subject® (Suvakovic et al. 2023a, p. 3). The link between upbringing and education
regarding the formation of the individual’s religious identity is evident in the fact that, at
the very beginning of the child’s schooling, the optional subject is chosen not only by the
child, but also by the parent(s). At an older age, a child can change the optional subject on
his/her own, but those cases are rare.

Furthermore, religion strives to establish norms and criteria in judging different
spheres of the life and work of man and given society, not only in the field of upbringing
and education, but also of general morality, medical issues,* as well as various issues
opened throughout the history of civilization with the progress of science and technology.”
In fact, religion strives to shape the believers’ determinations® towards these matters,
giving its value framework as a signpost for the formation of the believers’ attitude towards
specific matters, including the action component of the attitude (practical acting). Universal
questions regarding life, death, and matrimonial union are something that has been long
regulated through sacred texts of different confessions, canonized and ritually shaped. On
the other hand, modern society legacies and technological progress inevitably impose new
dilemmas and challenges, both on believers and on religious communities and leaders.
Sometimes the answer to these questions is not easy to give either to believers or religious
communities. Some of the moral dilemmas posed to believers in modern society and
its legacies are the attitudes towards women’s right to abortion, as well as euthanasia,
prostitution, same-sex marriages, and cannabis legalization.

Abortion is a medically assisted termination of pregnancy that can take place based
on the pregnant woman'’s will or spontaneously. Yugoslavia legalized abortion during the
socialist period in 1952 and it was seen as an expression of women’s emancipation, so that
this right was also included in the Constitution of the SFR Yugoslavia from 1974 (Article
191). To date, this right of women in Serbia or in other parts of ex-Yugoslavia has not been
disputed. This has remained a right guaranteed by the Constitution of the Republic of
Serbia from 1990 (Article 27) and the applicable Constitution of the Republic of Serbia
from 2006 (Article 63). The attitude of the SOC towards abortion could be divided into
three components: we condemn (cognitive component of the attitude), we state that we are
against, we appeal against abortion (conative component of the attitude), but we do not
actively suggest the prohibition (the absence of the action component of the attitude).

The attitude to this issue differs depending on religious, social, cultural, and politi-
cal circumstances. Large religious communities mostly oppose this way of terminating
pregnancy, stigmatizing it further in language terms. For example, the Seriban Orthodox
Church uses the term infanticide for abortion.

It is well-known that some countries, citing different reasons and principles, have
legalized euthanasia (Gaji¢ 2012; Grove et al. 2022; Verbakel and Jaspers 2010). According to
religious dogmas, both birth and death are God’s will, and any intervening in that process
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is treated as sinful and heretic. In the context of most religions, and definitely in the context
of Orthodox Christianity, euthanasia may be considered a violation of the basic religious
dogma about man’s right to life and to the deprivation of life by another man, as well as by
the individual (suicide), regardless of the reasons that may lead to it. As such, it has been the
focus of research not only in the area of theology, sociology, psychology or ethics, but also in
both legal and medical sciences. Euthanasia is mostly defined as the application of a lethal
medicine by medical staff, with the prior voluntary consent of the individual (Materstvedt
et al. 2003), but it may also be seen as a murder out of mercy or as an assisted death such as
the induction of painless death in a patient with an incurable illness (Mari¢ 2001). Modern
medicine recognizes the following five forms of euthanasia: giving analgesics in doses that
may lead to a fatal outcome; limitation or complete absence of treatment or reanimation;
turning off of the artificial life support apparatus; actively assisting the patient to commit
suicide; and the injection of a lethal substance (Gaji¢ 2012). Moreover, euthanasia may be
voluntary, where there is the patient’s desire and active consent to terminate his own life,
and involuntary, where the patient’s consent cannot be obtained, for example, in the cases
of patients in comas or children with a major psycho-organic deficit upon birth. In these
cases, the request for euthanasia is submitted by parents, relatives, or custodians (Gaji¢
2012; Kodish 2008). In Serbia, euthanasia is a criminal offence for which a prison sentence
from 6 months to 5 years is stipulated (Gaji¢ 2012).

In socialist Yugoslavia, prostitution was criminalized as of 1947 and treated as an
offence committed by the “person” who submits to it. The greatest novelty of the socialist
legislation is that prostitution is no longer an offence associated solely with a woman but
can also be practiced by a man. The amendments to the Law on Public Order and Peace of
Serbia from 2016 stipulate punishment for the offence committed not only for the provider
of services and for the provision of the space intended for prostitution, but also punishment
for the user of prostitution services.

Homosexuality was decriminalized in Serbia as early as 1994, while after 2000, a
whole series of acts were enacted, prohibiting discrimination based on sexual or gender
orientation. According to the applicable Constitution of the Republic of Serbia from 2006,
marriage is supposed to be entered upon by a man and a woman. According to the Family
Law of Serbia from 2005, last amended in 2015, marriage is “a legally organized union of
the life of a woman and a man”. It is impossible to enter a same-sex marriage in Serbia, in
contrast to a rather small number of countries that allow it’. In Serbia, there is definitely a
very strong LBGT+ movement demanding it, including Prime Minister Ana Brnabi¢, who
openly expresses being a member of this movement. Debate on this issue involves the
entire society, including the academic community, and it was particularly provoked by the
Draft Law on the Same-Sex Unions from 2021 (see Antoni¢ 2021; Covié¢ 2021; Suvakovié
2021; Vukovi¢ 2021) which, after stirring the whole of Serbian society, was withdrawn
from the procedure. Strong but diplomatically shaped resistance to it was expressed by
the SOC which, with the support of the Roman Catholic Church in Serbia and the Islamic
community, opposed the adoption of such a regulation. According to the Marriage Rules
(1994) of the SOC (an Orthodox Christian marriage is defined as “a sacred secret by which
two persons of opposite sexes, in the manner prescribed by the Church, enter a union with
the life-long spiritual and bodily ties, for the sake of the complete life community, and
having and upbringing children”.

Cannabis legalization is yet another open social issue in Serbia. According to Serbia’s
legislation, cannabis is considered a psychoactive substance, the cultivation and circulation
of which is a criminal act. In Serbia, mere possession of opiate drugs and psychoactive
substances “in a smaller quantity”, “for personal use”, is the subject of criminal sanctioning.
In the academic community; it is possible to find different views (Radulovi¢ 2008; Risimovi¢
2018; Vasiljevi¢ Prodanovi¢ and Denci¢ 2021) that state pro et contra arguments regarding
this issue, whereas the purpose of legalization is also taken into account, for example,
whether it is solely for medical purposes or for “recreational” purposes, as well. To date,
the SOC has not expressed an opinion on this issue.
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Our research is aimed at establishing whether the level of religiosity and attending
religious instruction classes at earlier schooling levels, with other socio-demographic de-
terminants, may be a predictor of the attitudes of Orthodox Christian female students of
teacher education faculties in Serbia towards social issues that may also have an Orthodox
moral character. This is of particular importance because the respondents will also partici-
pate in the process of socialization, in the upbringing and education of new generations,
and because religiosity is one of the earliest factors of the personal identity of an individual
and group, and is acquired at a very early age, and transferred and shaped due to different
socialization agents, including school.

2. Materials and Methods

Virtual, exponential non-discriminative snowball sampling was applied (Parker et al.
2019). The sample included 336 female students of TEFS basic and master studies who
self-reported as Christian Orthodox believers, aged 19-40 years (M = 22.4, SD = 4.10). In
Serbia, the teaching profession is predominantly female (91% of the total university student
population are female students (RZS 2021)). Grammar school was completed by 26.6% of
the students and 73.4% completed some of secondary vocational school. Data in relation to
the years of studying are given in Table 1.

Table 1. Percentage of the female students in relation to years of study.

Year of Study %
First 22.7
Second 19.1
Third 25.1
Fourth 20.6
Fifth (master’s) 12.5

The data were collected via a survey that was made available online to the students and
the completion of which was voluntary and anonymous. A link to the survey questionnaire
was forwarded to the students of TEFS through social networks, student social groups,
faculty websites, etc. Several dozen access points for the questionnaire were provided.

The questionnaire used in this research included:

1. socio-demographic questions about the students’ age, year of study, depart-
ment/majors, previous education, and Religious Instruction attendance;

2. religiosity scale (Ljubotina 2004). In our research, we opted for this approach
and in determining the level of the university students’ religiosity we used the scale of
religiosity assessment which was constructed and reduced by Ljubotina (2004), based
on the theoretical concept of Glock and Stark (1965). The religiosity scale originally had
five dimensions of religiosity (belief, ritual, experience, knowledge, consequences) and
contained 32 statements. Using the factor analysis, Ljubotina established the presence of
three dimensions contained in 24 items. The first dimension is spirituality, which denotes
belief and religious experiences of an individual (I sometimes feel the presence of God
or a divine being). Religiosity is presented as a personal choice and may be perceived
as a primary aspect of religion. In general, in sociopsychological terms, we can see it as
intrinsic religiosity in a narrower sense. Of all subscales, spirituality can be considered the
most important because it is universal for all religions and is not related to confessional
affiliation. It is dominantly permeated by internal motivation and based on the importance
of religion in an individual’s life, internalized beliefs, and religious feelings, as well as
specific religious experiences. In this specific context, religiosity is mainly considered an
individual’s personal choice and a question of the freedom of will. Moreover, it may be
assumed that a person who achieves a high score on this dimension will perform religious
duties and rites, but that the connection is not necessarily high. This subscale of the
religiosity scale is, in motivational terms, of a mixed type, since an individual may be
motivated by both internal and external reasons when it comes to familiarity with religious
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rites and ceremonies and active participation in them, as well as the practice of them.
Religious rites may be attended not only for the sake of spirituality and beliefs, but also
for other reasons such as meeting the expectations of others in the environment, better
social integration, and observance of tradition and customs of the group someone belongs
to (e.g., nation, family, school, place of residence etc.). This fact should be kept in mind
since, throughout the history of the Serbian nation, the SOC has been the pivot of national
gatherings and unity, but also the organizer of school, healthcare, and cultural activities
in general. Considering this fact, as well as that the dimension itself is mostly based on
the behavioral aspects of an individual’s attitude regarding religiosity, such as knowing,
performing, and attending religious rites and practices, does not necessarily point to an
(un)integrated believer. This dimension essentially shows the degree in which a person
performs rites and rituals prescribed by the religious community to which he belongs (I go
to church regularly). The influence of religion on behavior is the third domain, where the
adoption of certain rules and dogmas, and their internalization and application constitute
one of the aspects of religious behavior. It refers to the degree of application of religious
principles in an individual’s everyday life and activities that are not related to religious
rituals (I do not approve of marriage to a member of a different religion).

Each sub-scale has eight items, two of which are scored reversely. The result range in
the original version of the scale was from 0 to 72, since the respondents answered on the
scale from 0—completely false, to 3—completely true. In our research, we used five-degree
Likert scale (from 1—I don’t agree at all, to 5—I completely agree). It this manner of
assessment, the scores reached on the scale ranged from 24 to 120. The higher result on the
scale points to the higher level of religiosity.

The reliability of the religiosity scale in our study, as well as in earlier studies (Matejevi¢
and Stojanovic¢ 2020), and also Taksi¢ and Kalebi¢ Maglica (2023), resulted in a very high
Crombach « = 0.96, amounting to Crombach & = 0.94, while Gojkovi¢ et al. (2019) obtained
the value of Crombach « = 0.91. If we look at the reliability of the subscales, in our study
we obtained Crombach « = 0.94 for the spirituality subscale (Ljubotina 2004) Crombach
o = 0.94; Bijeli¢ and Macuka (2018) Crombach « = 0.95; Taksi¢ and Kalebi¢ Maglica (2023)
Crombach o = 0.96), Crombach « = 0.88 for the rites subscale (Ljubotina (2004) Crombach
a = 0.91; Bijeli¢ and Macuka (2018) Crombach « = 0.90; Taksi¢ and Kalebi¢ Maglica (2023)
Crombach « = 0.93) and Crombach « = 0.75 for the behavior subscale (Ljubotina (2004)
Crombach o = 0.78; Bijeli¢ and Macuka (2018) Crombach o = 0.82; Taksi¢ and Kalebi¢
Maglica (2023) Crombach o = 0.79).

3. attitudes towards issues regarding some of the key religious-moral dilemas:

(a) abortion—A woman should have the right to abortion;

(b) prostitution—Prostitution should be legalized;

(c) same-sex marriages—Same-sex marriage should be legalized;
(d) use of cannabis—Cannabis should be legalized;

(e) euthanasia—Euthanasia should be legalized.

The above-listed attitudes were assessed on the five-degree Likert scale (from 1—I
don’t agree at all, to 5—I completely agree).

The independent variables in this study were as follows: year of study, the type of the
secondary school completed (grammar school or secondary vocational school), whether
the respondents attended religious instruction, the level of the students’ religiosity (the
total score, as well as the results achieved on subscales of spirituality, rites and behavior).

The dependent variables were as follows: attitudes towards abortion, prostitution,
same-sex marriages, cannabis, and euthanasia.

The data were obtained by SPSS 22, by descriptive statistics, t-test for independent
samples, ANOVA, linear regression (model ENTER).

3. Results

Table 2 shows the basic indicators of descriptive statistics for the attitudes towards
social issues that may also have an ethic-religious character, and their relation to the
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measured total score of religiosity, as well as the subscales of religiosity. Since the arithmetic
means obtained on the total religiosity score and on all subscales are higher than the
theoretical value (M = 2.50), we may conclude that Orthodox Christian female students in
Serbia are above-average religious, particularly regarding the spirituality subscale.

Table 2. Descriptive statistics for the attitudes towards social issues that may also have an ethical—-
religious character and for the religiosity scale.

Attitudes towards

Ethic-Religious Issues Religiosity
M SD M SD
abortion 3.51 1.43 total score 3.57 0.78
same-sex marriage 2.06 1.43 spirituality 3.82 1.05
prostitution 1.55 112 rites 3.73 091
cannabis 2.00 1.39 behavior 3.12 0.78
euthanasia 2.14 1.34

It has also been shown that out of five social issues that may have an Orthodox moral
character, the Orthodox Christian female students had the most positive attitude towards
abortion, and the most negative towards prostitution.

The youngest students opposed euthanasia on the largest scale, while the oldest group
supported it (F = 2.216, p < 0.05). The oldest group also achieved the lowest scores on the
spirituality scale, while the youngest group had the highest scores (F = 2.595, p < 0.025).
These data are graphically presented in Figure 1.

4
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188 2.14 2.15 2.24 2.26 ® Euthanasia
W Spirituality
0 I T T T T

First Second Third Fourth  Fifth

@
1

N
1

—_
1

Figure 1. The relationship between the year of study and the attitudes towards euthanasia and the
spirituality dimension.

Speaking about the previous religious education, as many as 73% students attended
Religious Instruction in previous schooling periods, and there are also statistically signifi-
cant differences between the students who attended Religious Instruction and those who
did not when it comes to the attitudes to abortion (t = —4.703, df = 212.834, p < 0.000) and
euthanasia (t = —2.249, df = 174.143, p < 0.026). Differences were also established regarding
the total score on the religiosity scale (t = 5.648, df = 169.855, p < 0.000), but also on all
the pertaining spirituality subscales: spirituality (t = 5.591, df = 158.989, p < 0.000), rites
(t =5.908, df = 168.353, p < 0.000), behavior (t = 2.368, df = 200.010, p < 0.019), which is
shown in Figure 2.
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Figure 2. Differences regarding the attitudes towards social issues that may also have a dogmatic,
religious character and the religiosity scale of Christian Orthodox female students regarding the
religious instruction attendance.

The data obtained by linear regression show that the total score on the Religiosity
Scale, as well as on all its subscales, is a significant predictor of the attitudes to different
phenomena related to religious morality (Table 3).

Table 3. Results of linear regression.

Independent Variable R? F 4 Dependent Variables Partial r P
Religiosity—total score 0.162 12.729 0.000 abortion —0.168 <0.002
prostitution 0.200 <0.001
same sex marriages —0.262 <0.001
euthanasia —0.177 <0.001
Spitiruality subscale 0.168 13.334 0.000 abortion —0.138 <0.012
prostitution 0.144 <0.009
same sex marriages —0.176 <0.001
Rites subscale 0.154 11.994 0.000 abortion —0.126 <0.022
prostitution 0.229 <0.001
same sex marriages —0.162 <0.003
euthanasia —0.214 <0.001
Behavior subscale 0.066 4.469 0.000 abortion —0.178 <0.001
prostitution 0.141 <0.010
same sex marriages —0.114 <0.038

4. Discussion

In our study, we found that the Orthodox Christian female students of the teacher
education faculties in Serbia are above-average religious, which is not in line with the results
of the previous study (Matejevi¢ and Stojanovi¢ 2020) conducted among the students of
both sexes at different faculties throughout Serbia. Moreover, the obtained data are also in
line with those of the RZS (2022) stating that 90.86% citizens declare themselves believers
(out of these, 93.55% are Orthodox Christians). On the other hand, a particularly high
score regarding the spirituality subscale in our study points to the domination of the
internal component of religiosity, which was confirmed, although not as intensely, in the
study by Matejevi¢ and Stojanovic (2020). Some of the studies confirming the obtained
results should be sought in the countries formed after the breakup of ex-Yugoslavia, and
they show an increased level of religiosity of the generations born after the breakup of
socialist Yugoslavia (Dusani¢ 2007; Marinovi¢ Jerolimov 2002; Tesanovi¢ 2012). Namely, in
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ex—Yugoslav countries, the ethnic identity at the same time determines the religious identity
and vice versa, so that the changes in the social system, government organization and civil
wars from the last decade of the 20th century also had a religious component. War, which
is definitely a high-risk life event for the inhabitants of the war-stricken region, causes an
extremely high level of stress in an individual and leaves permanent consequences on his
life in all its aspects, so that the increasing level of religiosity is not unexpected. Numerous
studies have shown that in periods of great life crises and uncertainties, an individual turns
to God and religion, seeking help, salvation and comfort (Begovi¢ 2020; Bentzen Sinding
2021; Pirutinsky et al. 2020). Moreover, the previous research results also suggest that a
person’s sex is a significant factor in predicting religiosity; women are more religious than
men (Ani¢ 2008; Bakrac¢ 2016; Dordevi¢ 1984), which may be yet another reason for their
above-average religiosity, considering that our sample consisted exclusively of women.

Out of five social issues that may also have an Orthodox-moral character, the Orthodox
Christian female students have the most positive attitude towards abortion and the most
negative attitude towards prostitution. The Orthodox Christian female students” positive
attitude towards abortion may be interpreted by the emergence of the “abortion culture”
(Rasevic¢ and Sedlecki 2011), which has been present in Serbian society for many decades.
The corroboration of this culture in practice is found in data from the Batut Institute (Batut
2023a) indicating that even today, 70 years after the legalization of abortion, every fifth
pregnancy in Serbia is terminated electively®; moreover, this trend neither decreased nor
oscillated in the past, despite the fact that different contraceptives became more available to
women and that their educational and socio-economic status is far higher than back in the
1950s. On the other hand, it cannot be assumed that a significantly higher number of women
opted for abortion to preserve their own life and health, or as the the result of a larger
number of fetuses with different genetic predispositions and deformities. Furthermore, it
should be kept in mind that girls in Serbia have their first sexual experience on average
at the age of 15 (Batut 2023b) and that there is a decreasing tendency in the age of girls’
first sexual experiencesg. It should also be taken into account that, since 1981 in Yugoslavia,
not only has instrumental abortion been available (in the form of a surgical intervention),
but also abortion with the aid of medicament therapies, which are substantially simplified
and more comfortable for women (KampadZija et al. 2010). A possible explanation is that a
substantial number of the respondents were directly (they had an abortion) or indirectly
faced with abortion (their mothers, sisters, neighbours, friends) and that a different attitude
would result in self-accusation or accusation of their close persons. The various forms
of advocation and action of the SOC, through epistles and public expression of negative
attitudes towards infanticide have not contributed to any decrease in this trend, nor has
insisting on church sanctions in the form of suspending the possibility of communion'".
The SOC appeals against abortion, manifested in its epistles, mostly address women and, to
a smaller extent, men, in certain terms abolishing their responsibility. A different approach
to the sexes for the same violation can also be seen in the case of prostitution. However,
when it comes to the condemnation of prostitution by our respondents, we believe that two
important factors should be taken into account: first, that all the respondents are female
and that no woman would generally like her boyfriend or future husband to have sex with
prostitutes and, second, that prostitutes are a marginalized and stigmatized social group.
In addition, prostitution is legally sanctioned in Serbia.

The result that the youngest group of students opposed euthanasia on the largest
scale, while the oldest group of students supported it to a larger extent, can also be
connected to the finding that the oldest group of students also achieved the lowest scores
on the spirituality scale, while the youngest group of students had the highest scores
on this scale. This finding can be explained by the fact that, since 2001, Serbia has had
Religious Instruction as an optional subject and that since that moment the impact of
religion in the socialization process (not only of the SOC but of other confessions as
well) has become far more significant. Life is a supreme value in Christianity in general,
God'’s gift, about which man is not entitled to decide, and that suicide (euthanasia may
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also be seen as a form of assisted suicide) is considered a mortal sin. The influence
of attending Religious Instruction by a large number of the students (73% respondents
attended Religious Instruction at previous levels of schooling) could also contribute to
the differences in the attitudes towards abortion and euthanasia. As a matter of fact, the
Orthodox Christian female students attending Religious Instruction had a more negative
attitude towards abortion and euthanasia compared to those who attended Civic Education
as an optional subject.

Furthermore, the Orthodox Christian female students who attended Religious Instruc-
tion show a higher level of religiosity in general compared to the students who did not
attend Religious Instruction. The difference largely referred to the spirituality scale and
the familiarity with church rites, which constitute the elements of internal religiosity, while
the difference regarding the impact of religion on behavior was the smallest. It seems that
the syllabus and the teaching method applied by Orthodox Christian teachers of Religious
Instruction was predominantly directed towards the recovery of spirituality and an indi-
vidual’s return to God and the basic values of Christianity, as well as with the recovery of a
culture familiar with religious customs, and far less towards determining rules by which
an individual should act. On the other hand, the SOC is trying to turn the attention of the
teachers of Religious Instruction to the importance of catechism, emphasizing that “it is
unimaginable that someone may enter the Church without any knowledge or catechiza-
tion” (Krsti¢ 2012); however, there is an awareness that a large share of believers have no
catechization or, in the best case, only an elementary catechization. That is why the teachers
of Religious Instruction should pay attention to the fact that these two processes are not
mutually exclusive, but must take place concurrently. “Schoolchildren are not completely
determined for faith—they should become interested in it, which is not implied by the
parish catechism, because a parish should work with people who have not yet made a
decision about their faith and who are conscious Christians. In one process, the emphasis is
on missionary activity, while in the other the emphasis is on the introduction into the secret
of the Church” (Krsti¢ 2012). Previous studies also speak in favour of the thesis that the
young attending Religious Instruction, regardless of their confessional affiliation, manifest
a higher degree of religiosity (Dusani¢ 2007; Suvakovi¢ et al. 2023b).

The linear regression results point to several other data:

1.  Religiosity and its dimensions are not a significant predictor of the attitude towards
the legalization of cannabis use;

2. The greatest significance in predicting the attitudes towards dogmatic questions was
scored on the spirituality scale, while behavior was the weakest predictor;

3. Thereis a certain difference in relation to the attitude towards prostitution legalization
over Orthodox moral issues, no matter whether the scale is observed on the whole or in
relation to dimensions. Unlike other observed attitudes, the score on the prostitution
scale positively correlated with religiosity, i.e., with the higher score on religiosity and
its dimensions, the attitude towards prostitution legalization was more positive;

4. The only significant predictor of the attitude towards euthanasia legalization was the
score on the rites dimension.

The linear regression shows that the total score on the religiosity scale proves to be
a statistically significant predictor of attitudes towards abortion, prostitution, same-sex
marriages and euthanasia. The obtained results are in line with Sretenovi¢’s (2013) attitudes
that religious persons will have a more negative attitude abortion, and with the results
obtained by Taksi¢ and Kalebi¢ Maglica (2023), who used a sample of the students in
Croatia and determined that more religious students had a more negative attitude towards
homosexuals. Previous studies also show that the motives for choosing euthanasia and
the reasons for its approval and execution are closely connected to religious principles
and beliefs (Sharp 2018), but also with the level of an individual’s religiosity, so that an
individual’s higher level of religiosity is directly connected with resistance towards opting
for and legalizing euthanasia (Chakraborty et al. 2017; Verbakel and Jaspers 2010). In Serbia
no research on the population has been recorded regarding the attitude towards euthanasia,
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but the data in Catholic countries formed after the break-up of former Yugoslavia, i.e.,
Croatia and Slovenia, suggest that there is still a number of people advocating for euthana-
sia legalization—30% in Croatia and as many as 50% in Slovenia (Verbakel and Jaspers
2010). In contrast, Grove et al. (2022) indicate that 84% of the world population declare
themselves as believers, out of whom 32% belong to different forms of Christianity, and
that the positive attitude towards euthanasia prevails mainly in countries with majority
Christian populations.

The attitude towards cannabis is something that is not prescribed by religious dogmas
in Orthodox Christianity, although the SOC is declaratively against all the phenomena
leading to the decomposition of the Christian family such as addiction diseases. Drug
addiction, as one of those diseases, inevitably leads to the destruction not only of the
individual—the drug addict—but also harms and destroys the whole family. Accordingly,
the SOC has organized addiction treatment centres within several monasteries, where not
only do families seek help but also the drug addicts themselves, after having failed at at-
tempts to fight addiction with the aid of conventional medicine. The obtained results about
religiosity and its dimensions not being a significant predictor of the attitude towards the
legalization of cannabis use is not in compliance with the results of previous studies (Bahr
et al. 1998; Gorsuch 1978; Engs and Mullen 1999; Kharari and Harmon 1982) indicating that
religiosity is negatively associated with marijuana abuse. Nevertheless, it should be taken
into account that these are relatively older studies and that the believers’ consciousness
is affected not only by the church teachings, but also by different socialization agents,
including today’s omnipresent mass and virtual media, and social system ideology, etc.

On the other hand, the results of studies conducted as early as the 1990s point to
the high presence of drug abuse among young people in Serbia. Radulovi¢ (2008, p. 125)
interprets this phenomenon as an imitation of the Western models of behavior and lifestyle
by young people from families that are social elites, considering it a characteristic of all
former socialist countries of that time. Mili¢ (2000) refers to the family as one of the
main causes of this phenomenon but, on the other side, also the institution that suffers
consequences. The destruction of the system of family values begins with the break-up
of Yugoslavia and is caused by increased absence of father from the family home (due to
wartime events and the social-economic crisis after the introduction of economic sanctions)
and basic insecurity of mother, who also assumes the father’s role and additional care for
the family. This, in turn, leads to the parents’ conciliatory attitudes regarding the use of
various psychoactive substances by their children, where “parents are pleased because their
children have a new kind of entertainment” (Mili¢ et al. 1997, p. 40) and where parents do
not see the danger of family destruction that is caused by their children’s slow but inevitable
fall into drug addiction. The data obtained on the sample of primary and secondary-school
students aged 14-16 show that drugs are used more frequently by boys, that there is often a
combination of drugs and alcohol, and that information about harmful consequences of
drug consumption is mostly obtained through means of public information (Mili¢ 2000,
p- 51; Radovic et al. 2010, p. 617). Every second respondent says that he/she knows someone
who consumes some type of drug, whereas 6.4% (Mili¢ 2000, p. 51) and 7.4% (Radovi¢
et al. 2010, p. 618) of the young people admitted having consumed specifically cannabis.
This trend did not change either in 2008 or in 2019, when the percentage amounted to
7.3% (Batut 2020, p. 44). According to the Batut research results from 2019 (Batut 2020)
regarding secondary school freshmen born in 2003 (which coincides with the age group in
our sample), cannabis is the most frequently used drug, while an additionally concerning
fact is that 29.5% of these students had an opportunity to try cannabis, although they did
not do it, whereas 25.1% believe that they could get cannabis very easily (Batut 2020, pp. 24,
28). Furthermore, this research shows that the use of cannabis is seen as the least harmful
(the perception of harmfulness of cannabis use decreased from 77% in 2008 to 64% of the
respondents in 2019, p. 47). There are also sex-based differences in the reasons why young
people resort to drug use: boys most commonly use drugs due to peer pressure while
girls do it out of curiosity. Mili¢ observes two widespread and concerning attitudes: the
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first one is that young people think that they can stop using drugs of their own free will;
the second is the attitude of the parents, who are indifferent and uninterested, although
they are directly familiar with the fact that their children use drugs. Mili¢ notes that “the
addiction syndrome is a set of physiological, behavioral and cognitive phenomena in which
the use of a substance gains greater importance for a person than some other behavior
patterns which used to have their value in the past” (Mili¢ 2000, p. 49). In contrast, Radovi¢
et al. (2010, p. 618) point out that the family’s material status is a relevant parameter
for drug abuse: young people from families with higher earnings are more inclined to
consume narcotic drugs (more than 50%), whereas among drug consumers there is no
statistically significant difference regarding whether they live in a complete or incomplete
family. Mandi¢ Gaji¢ (2008) believes that society’s pathology is most diversely reflected in
children and young people of that age, who often grew up in dysfunctional or destroyed
families. Moreover, it should be kept in mind that during the 1990s and 2000s there
were numerous social circumstances reflected in all the layers of society and that families
were destroyed and became dysfunctional not solely through voluntary decisions of the
family members (parents in the first place), but also through circumstances, such as wars,
sanctions, the failed privatization and restitution processes leading to mass redundancies,
that threatened the existence both of individuals and families. On the other hand, young
people are characterized by hedonism, desire to experiment and belong to their peer group,
are curious, and rebel against authorities and tradition without firmly established value
systems and the patterns of a healthy lifestyle. Drugs are seen as a suitable means for
showing one’s own maturity, fearlessness or nonconformity, as an initiation into adult
company, as well as a means of confirming and strengthening their own affiliation to certain
social groups or subcultures (Radulovi¢ 2008). That is why young people are the most
susceptible subpopulation to all forms of risky behavior and acceptance of new challenges
in general (Williams et al. 2008), especially in the situation when the overall system of social
values in a group of countries has been destroyed and overturned contrary to those values
on which former generations were socialized, which is the process of transition (Suvakovic
2014, pp. 11-26). However, certain traces of the recovery of society, as well as family,
should be sought in the information from 2019, according to which 85% young people think
that their parents would not allow the consumption of cannabis (Batut 2020, p. 37). The
reasons for this change in the parents’ orientation may be parents’ increased awareness and
information about the harmful effects of consuming psychoactive substances, examples of
destroyed families and the devastation they may have witnessed in the life of an addict
in their own environment. It may also be the consolidation of a value system, which is
also corroborated by the majority choice of Religious Instruction as an optional subject
(73%) made by parents on behalf of their children who declare themselves to belong to
Orthodox Christianity.

As for the predictive values of the religiosity subscales in relation to the analyzed
attitudes, the greatest predictive significance was recorded on the spirituality subscale,
and the lowest on the subscale of behavior impacts. It was found that, according to the
score on the spirituality subscale, it was possible to predict the respondents’ attitudes
towards abortion, prostitution, and same-sex marriages. According to the score on the
rites scale, it is possible to predict the attitudes towards abortion, prostitution, same-sex
marriages, and euthanasia. According to the scores on the subscale of the impact of faith on
behavior, it is possible to predict the respondents” attitudes towards abortion, prostitution
and same-sex marriages. Therefore, we may conclude that, when it comes to abortion,
same-sex marriages and prostitution, there is agreement among all three components of the
religiosity dimensions. The students who are religious on a larger scale, with high internal
religiosity and pronounced spirituality dominated by unquestionable faith in God, who
adhere to Orthodox Christian rites and customs, and who try to harmonize their lives with
the rules of religion and to respect religious rules and dogmas not only at the spiritual,
or internal, but also at the manifest, external level, through self-regulation of their own
behavior and attitudes towards the environment (behavioral component) in line with the
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rules of religion, have a negative attitude towards abortion and same-sex marriages, but
a more positive attitude towards prostitution legalization. In fact, it transpired that there
was a certain difference in the respondents’ attitude towards prostitution legalization from
their attitude towards other Orthodox moral issues, no matter whether the scale is seen
on the whole, or in relation to the dimensions: unlike other Orthodox moral attitudes, the
score on the prostitution scale correlated positively with religiosity. This may be associated
with Christian mercy and forgiveness, although here it should not be overlooked that
in the total score, regarding all posed social issues that may potentially pose a moral
dilemma, the students’ attitude towards prostitution was the most negative one. On the
other hand, when it comes to abortion, there is a direct prohibition within the SOC, which
is manifested in various ways (epistles, church punishments, divorce of the marriage
concluded by the SOC rules etc.), but it does not seem to be of great significance to the
female students. Homosexuality is given different names by the SOC officials: a disease,
plague, fad, the greatest mortal sin, “Sodom and Gomorrah”, and is treated in an accusatory
and stigmatizing manner. In fact, in the several past years slightly less sharp qualifications
have been recorded, although with the same meaning.

Regarding euthanasia, the only significant predictor of the attitude towards the legal-
ization of euthanasia was the score on the rites dimension. The students’ negative attitude
towards euthanasia, with greater importance given to the dimension of the importance of
religious rituals and rites, can be explained by three reasons. The first is the tabooization of
the process of dying, i.e., the attempt to forget and hide death, the process of dying, and the
dying ones, for fear of negating an individual’s own omnipotence (Krsti¢ n.d.). The second
reason is the dogmatic Christian question of repentance, while the third refers to an indi-
vidual’s right to death. In fact, an individual’s “right to death”, or an individual’s decision
about how and when to die, is not, in ritual terms, an exclusively individual matter, but also
a matter of the community and the individual’s immediate environment. Suffering from
a disease and dying, as processes of a certain length confer upon an individual the time
and space to redefine the meaning of his/her own life and to see, in retrospect, the turning
points and decisions in his/her life (Krsti¢ n.d.). Thus, in line with basic Christian theses,
there is also the time intended for repentance, confession, reconciliation with conscience
and the opportunity for asking for forgiveness in earthly life, so that the person will be
given forgiveness in the otherworldly life. Moreover, one’s own decision about terminating
life can be implicitly interpreted as a kind of suicide, which, according to Christianity, is a
mortal sin (in Orthodox Christianity, those who commit suicide do not have right to funeral
rites) because a man assumes the right to take away something that is not his own but given
by the Creator. In the same vein, working actively towards one’s own death excludes the
possibility of God’s providence and belief in miracles. In psychological terms, the process
of dying may also be seen in the context of the closest people saying goodbye to the dying
person, in the function of facilitating the psychological mechanism of grieving and prepara-
tion for the departure of a loved family member or a friend, and our opportunity to ask for
the dying person’s forgiveness for any injustice done to him /her, and not only the dying
person’s opportunity to ask for our forgiveness for his/her own actions (failure to act). Seen
from that perspective, the most important events in an individual’s life—birth, marriage,
and death—also have a certain dose of stressogenicity for the individual himself, but also a
broader significance for his environment and the community to which he belongs. Thus,
the rites and rituals related to these events constitute a socially (and religiously) acceptable
way of regulating intensive emotions that appear in the individual on those occasions.

Since our study on the topic of religiosity and its relationship towards some Orthodox
moral issues among the SOC believers is one of the less frequently conducted studies, it
was difficult to compare data with the results of previous research, particularly because,
in our research of religiosity, we opted for the quantitative approach. On the other hand,
attitudes towards Orthodox moral issues have been researched more frequently, but with-
out connecting them with the religiosity concept. Future research directions might include
researching the religiosity of medical staff and measuring their religiosity and attitudes to-
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wards some of the research questions in this study or other issues (e.g., sex change, in vitro
fertilization, embryo preservation etc.). These issues have already provoked contention in
the postmodernist interpretation of religiosity. This may lead medical staff to their own
self-examination regarding the attitude towards religion and/or rules of their profession,
and even towards choosing between conscience and keeping their jobs. Naturally, it is
always possible to replicate research in different age groups for the purpose of comparing
the results regarding religiosity and attitudes, as well as on the samples of different confes-
sions in the Serbian population since, although predominant, Orthodox Christianity is not
the only religion present in Serbia. It may also be a limitation of this study—it would be
useful to see the attitudes of the members of other religious communities in Serbia (which
are a substantial minority according to the latest census) towards the legalization of these
five social phenomena. In that manner, we would gain a clearer insight, from the believers’
perspectives, into how different religious communities see the trends and dilemmas of
contemporary society. On the other hand, each of these phenomena is complex in itself
and may be elaborated on in detail individually, with or without relating to the religiosity
level, in the sample of Orthodox believers. The issues of limiting the right to abortion
regarding the manner of its execution, age limits, legal limitations, age limitations of the
fetus and mother, post-abortion psychological support to women, researching the attitudes
pro-life and pro-choice in the context of religion, as well as providing psychological support
to medical staff assisting in euthanasia, regulating medical practice in the realization of
euthanasia, the possibility of donating organs of the people who consented to euthanasia,
attitudes towards surrogate motherhood and the adoption of children by same-sex partners,
attitudes towards pedophilia, attitudes towards male prostitution, attitudes towards reha-
bilitation centres for addiction diseases within church communities, might also be included
in this study, either in the form of individual attitudes, or in the form of questionnaires
and assessment scales. Moreover, the fault of this research is the insight into the cognitive
component or religiosity; it would be also interesting to see whether a high degree of
religiosity is really accompanied by the high knowledge of the Holy bible and catechesis,
or whether Orthodoxy in Serbia is still at the level of “four rites believer” (Dordevic¢ 2009,
p- 62) and the individual observance and practice of the customs by one’s free choice, which
is also indicated by the SOC. Furthermore, the limitation of the research is in the absence
of male respondents and the sample being limited only to those students studying while
working simultaneously in schools and kindergartens, or with the youngest ones, no matter
how much that profession is in the process of transferring knowledge to future generations.

5. Conclusions

Our research was dedicated to the exploration of the impact of the religiosity level
and of attendance of Religious Instruction at previous levels of schooling on the attitudes
of schooling Orthodox Christian female students at teacher education faculties in Serbia
towards some Orthodox moral issues. Researching this topic is extremely important since
the respondents will also participate in the process of institutional socialization of new
generations. As a matter of fact, we keep in mind that religiosity, as one of the oldest factors
of personal and collective identity, which is acquired quite early, is transferred and shaped
thanks to different socialization agents, including school. Religiosity also manifests itself in
different habits and attitudes and may lead to religious exclusion, not only towards other
confessions, but also towards other social groups, particularly marginalized, stigmatized,
and subcultural ones. In that respect, the religiosity level and indoctrination with religious
knowledge and beliefs may also have its practical implications at the behavioral level of an
individual and groups. It should be taken into account that the motivational orientation
of an individual's religiosity, depending on whether it is of a predominantly internal or
external character, may be of great relevance for the formation of religious values and the
promotion of attitudes among children, which at an individual’s later age may lead to the
promotion of tolerance, altruism and compassion (if the intrinsic component of religiosity is
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the dominant one), or to the formation of prejudice, conservatism and instrumentalization
or abuse (if the extrinsic component of religiosity is the dominant one).

In our research, we have found out that the components of intrinsic religiosity domi-
nate in our respondents’ religious orientation, while the manifest, behavioral characteristics
of religiosity are slightly less present both in terms of knowing and observing religious rules
and rites inside the church service and community, and in terms of knowing and observing
religious rules and rites by believers in practice. It is particularly pronounced regarding the
attitudes about women’s right to abortion, where there is a discrepancy of the components
of the attitudes: although the respondents consider themselves highly religious and edu-
cated in religious terms, as well as familiar with abortion being condemned in Orthodox
Christianity, they still to the largest extent advocate keeping the women'’s constitutional
right to decide on their own about this issue. The negative association of religiosity was
obtained regarding the attitude towards the legalization of same-sex marriages, while a
positive association was observed between religiosity and the legalization of prostitution.
Cannabis legalization is not entirely an Orthodox moral dilemma, although the use of
opiates (even for medical purposes) and addiction diseases pose an increasing challenge
both to believers and to church officials. That is why the absence of correlation between the
attitude towards this social issue and religiosity is not surprising. The attitudes of female
students of teacher education faculties towards euthanasia are in the function of their age
and can be interpreted by the impact of their attendance of Religious Instruction. In fact, the
older respondents, unlike the younger ones, had no opportunity to attend catechism classes
regularly, which may have led to their more permissive attitude regarding an individual’s
right to decide about the time and manner of their own death.

Our research was dedicated to the exploration of religiosity of Orthodox Christian
female students at teacher education faculties in Serbia and the possibility of predicting the
attitudes towards some dogmatic issues on the basis of these students’ level of religiosity,
their previous religious education, and some socio-demographic variables. Having in mind
the trend of returning to religion and strengthening the religious identity taking place in
all ex-Yugoslav countries, together with the connection of the religious identity with the
national identity and vice versa, we may conclude that Orthodox Christian believers in
Serbia have returned to their religion rather than to the church, whereas this finding reached
among the student population is not line with the results of the general population studies
conducted in the last decade of the 20th century and the first decade of the 21st century,
which can be explained by the more than two decades-long impact of Religious Instruction
on our respondents. The components of intrinsic religiosity dominate in our respondents’
religious orientation, while the manifest, behavioral characteristics of religiosity are slightly
less present both in terms of knowing and observing religious rules and rites inside the
church service and community, and in terms of knowing and observing religious rules and
rites by believers in practice. It is particularly pronounced regarding the attitudes towards
abortion, where there is a discrepancy in the components of the attitudes: although the
respondents consider themselves highly religious and educated in religious terms, as well
as familiar with abortion being condemned in Orthodox Christianity, they still advocate
its legalization to the largest extent. The negative association of religiosity was obtained
regarding the attitude towards the legalization of same-sex marriages, while a positive
association was observed between religiosity and the legalization of prostitution. Cannabis
legalization is not entirely a religious issue, although the use of opiates (even for medical
purposes) and addiction diseases pose an increasing challenge both to believers and to
church officials, so that the absence of correlation between the attitude towards this social
issue and religiosity is not surprising. Euthanasia and the individual’s right to decide about
the time and manner of own death is perhaps a burning gestion of Orthodox Christian
believers at the moment, since it concerns the matter of redemption and that, given the
results, we may say that the fight against infanticide has been lost, there is still the ongoing
fight for the hope in resurrection.
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Notes

1

9

10

Together with some other identity features, such as the Serbian language and the Cyrillic script, the Kosovo myth, national unity
and solidarity, libertarianism and anti-fascism as identity values. For more information, read about the SOC monasteries in
Kosovo and Metohija as identity transmission bearers (Popi¢ 2021, p. 124; Vuckovic 2022).

That process is not irreversible since conversion takes place even today, although on a much smaller scale than in the past.

The only alternative for this subject is Civic Education, and the student must choose one of the two subjects; our study shows that
about 2/3 students opt for Religious Instruction (Suvakovi¢ et al. 2023b, p. 5).

Such as attitudes towards contagious diseases, mental illness causes and treatment, cloning, euthanasia, using contraceptives,
abortion, prohibited blood transfusion etc.

e.g., attitudes toward artificial intelligence, use of information-communication technologies for religious perposies etc.

We distinguish determinations from attitudes. Determinations refer to a relatively steady set of predominantly agreed value
viewpoints, value and practical orientations and behaviors, while specific attitudes are, as a rule, in line with determinations,
but may also be an exemption from them, whereas attitudes are more easily and, accordingly, more commonly changeable (see
Suvakovic¢ 2000, pp. 58-59).

In total 35 countries, including Greece in 2024. as the first and so far the only Orthodox Christian country to allow it (Rozzelle
et al. 2024).

The researchers pointed to the problem of the under-registration of the number of abortions shown by statistics. By applying
Charles Westoff’s model researchers pointing out that the rate of the total induced abortions in Serbia in 2019—before the
COVID-19 pandemic—was 2.8. “It means that during her reproductive cycle, a woman has on average about three elective
abortions” (Rasevi¢ and Sedlecki 2021, p. 44).

According to the 2018 research, the male or female student had the first sexual intercourse: at the age of 11 or earlier—11.9%, at
the age of 12—3.0%, at the age of 13—5.2%, at the age of 14—19.3%, at the age of 15—47.2%, and at the age of 16 and later—13.3%.
However, only four years later, the trend of the decreasing the age limit for the first sexual intercourse was recorded: at the age of
11 or earlier—22.6%, which shows an almost double share of the youngest ones as compared to 2018; at the age of 12—3.0%, at
the age of 13—4.7%, at the age of 14—14.5%, at the age of 15—41.3%, and at the age of 16 or later—14.0% (Batut 2023b).

According to the SOC canons, a woman who undergoes abortion of her own free will is subject to a church punishment in the
form of “suspension from communion for a longer period oof time: for life, for ten or minimum seven years” (Joci¢ and Krsti¢
2015, p. 155). Moreover, according to the SOC canons, if a woman undergoes abortion against her husband’s will or without
his knowledge, he is entitled to initiate divorce proceedings in case the marriage was concluded in the SOC: “Marriage shall
be divorced through the fault of a woman who intentionally aborts her foetus or intentionally and permanently prevents her
fertilization. Abortion shall not be deemed intentional when it is performed in line with the decision of a panel of doctors for the
purpose of preserving mother’s life” (Marriage Rules 1994).
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