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Abstract

We often hear about deep political divisions in Serbia. Contrary
to this, the April – May 2011 public opinion survey showed that,
with regard to several key areas of foreign and security policy, the
attitudes of large majority of citizens coincide with the official policy.
Firstly, most citizens believe that Serbia should join the EU. Besides,
vast majority of citizens believe that Serbia should never recognise the
independence of Kosovo. Finally, a prevailing majority of Serbian cit-
izens oppose Serbian membership in NATO and agrees with the pol-
icy of militarily neutrality. On the other hand, the survey also showed
that citizens are aware that these two attitudes are mutually exclu-
sive; this creates collective ‘cognitive dissonance’. In the absence of
any change in foreign and security policy, there are three strategies to
overcome the cognitive dissonance: denial, abandonment of one or
more dissonant attitudes, and finding new convictions. 

Key words: cognitive dissonance, integrations, security, public
opinion, EU, NATO

1. Introduction

In Serbia, public discourse if often associated with ‘deep divisions’
that allegedly exist within the Serbian society.2 We hear about the
divisions into patriots and traitors, nationalists and democrats,
Chetniks and Partisans, traditionalists and modernists, or the divi-
sion into the First, the Second, and the Third Serbia. A thesis about
deep symbolical clashes within the Serbian society is present across
political, popular (Kovačević 2008), and academic discourse
(Čolović/Mimica 1992, Matić 1998, Antonić 2009, Konečni 2009).
These discourses on divisions have almost flooded the Serbian pub-
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lic in the past two decades. Although the divisions were mostly only
‘noticed’ and ‘analysed’ in these discourses, they have actually
(re)produced them. These discourses did this even when they criti-
cised the very idea of deep societal divisions. In other words, the more
was said about different divisions in the Serbian people, the heavier
sediment they left as a ‘societal fact’ which is hard to dispute. It
would be therefore particularly interesting to make a genealogical
overview of the origins of this idea of divisions in the Serbian socie-
ty. This, however, is not the matter dealt with in this paper.3 Besides,
even if we say that these symbolic divisions are the social constructs,
this does not mean that it makes them less real.

For the sake of illustration, the existence of many symbolic divi-
sions in the Serbian society impeded the achievement of basic politi-
cal consensus after the 2000 democratic changes. This is particularly
visible in the area of security policy about which the surveys have
already been made (Ejdus 2007/8, Brozović 2010). How the citizens
of Serbia see the key challenges of security policy, however, was never
a matter of systematic academic survey. This will be a task of this
paper. The central question in this paper was how well founded in
2011 was the thesis about alleged divisions within Serbian society, at
least with regard to security policy. Since the area of security policy
can be quite extensive, in this paper it will be reduced to its three
aspects – Serbian policy towards the EU, policy towards NATO, and
Kosovo policy. Empirical material that will be used in the paper was
collected in a field public opinion survey that was, for the require-
ments of the Belgrade Centre for Security Policy (BCSP), conducted
by the Centre for Free Elections and Democracy (CESID). The sur-
vey was made on the representative sample of 1,198 citizens of Serbia
(without Kosovo) in the period 1 – 7 April 2011. Besides, in the peri-
od 25 – 27 May, five focus groups were organised, each of them with
eight respondents – two in Belgrade and one in each of Valjevo,
Sombor, and Zaječar. The four groups were organised with so-called
losers in transition, and, out of them, two were composed of the cit-
izens between 30 and 60 years of age, in Valjevo and Zaječar, and
two of the respondents between 18 and 30 years of age (Belgrade and
Sombor). The fifth focus group was organised in Belgrade; it was a
control group. It was made up of so-called winners in transition,
namely the respondents above 30 years of age, with a higher income
and better education. Based on the analysis of the findings, a conclu-
sion was derived that Serbia does not have only a political consensus,
but a social consensus as well, with regard to these three important
elements of security policy. The survey, however, also showed that the
citizens of Serbia do not believe that the elements of this consensus
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3 One of the first among them to,
according to the information avail-
able to the author, speak about
the deep divisions in the Serbian
society was Dobrica Ćosić. In a
lecture entitled “How to Create
Ourselves” that he held in 1967 in
Kolarčev narodni univerzitet,
Ćosić suggested that there exist-
ed a deep division between two
Serbias – the one personified by
Vuk and the other represented by
Dositej (Ćosić 1988).
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are in mutual agreement, which suggests that a collective cognitive
dissonance is in place.

The paper consists of three parts. First to be presented will be the
key elements of the cognitive dissonance theory developed by social
psychology, and its implementation in the science of international
relations. The second part will present the results of the above survey
of public opinion about three key goals of foreign and security poli-
cy of the Republic of Serbia. This part will demonstrate that the the-
sis about the existence of deep divisions within the Serbian society
and the absence of basic consensus among the citizens is not socio-
logically founded, at least not with regard to the above three analysed
goals of foreign and security policy. Quite to the contrary, the results
of empirical public opinion survey clearly show that, when it comes
to the Serbian attitude towards NATO, EU, and Kosovo, there is a
consensus between the citizens and political elites.4 Thirdly, the paper
will demonstrate that a contradiction exists not only among the citi-
zens, namely between the citizens and political elites, but also among
the convictions shared by their vast majority. In other words, the cit-
izens feel that the strategic convictions with regard to which the con-
sensus has been reached are mutually exclusive, which creates a col-
lective “cognitive dissonance” (Festinger 1957). Starting from the
theory of cognitive dissonance, this paper will present possible ways
to overcome this state of affairs.

2. Theory of cognitive dissonance

The theory of cognitive dissonance was developed by the social
psychologist Leon Festinger in the 1950s. Together with his associ-
ates, Festinger was observing the behaviour of the followers of an
apocalyptical cult who believed that a cataclysmic flood will ensue on
21 December 1955. Moreover, they expected that, on the eve of the
flood, a spaceship will appear out of the space and rescue them.
When this did not happen, the followers of the cult ‘received a mes-
sage’ in which they were explained that it was only thanks to their
diligence and devotion that the supreme deity spared the humankind
from ruin. Based on these insights, Festinger made a deduction that
people have a strong need to eliminate concurrent existence of
knowledge and convictions. He named this condition, which people
strive to overcome, ‘cognitive dissonance’ (Festinger 1956, 1957).
Festinger’s insights made up the foundations of the cognitive disso-
nance theory which became one of the most dynamic areas of social
psychology, and social science in general (Cooper 2007). Joel Cooper
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defines cognitive dissonance as a state that occurs when “people
believe that two of their psychological representations are inconsis-
tent with which other” (Ibid: 6). According to the cognitive disso-
nance theory, people have a need to eliminate, or at least alleviate,
this state of unpleasant tension between different convictions. This
can be done by denying that there is any dissonance at all, by chang-
ing the behaviour and convictions, or by strengthening the consonant
convictions, namely by reducing the importance of dissonant convic-
tions. If the inconsistency occurs between the attitudes and conduct,
the theory supposes that there is greater probability that the attitudes
will change (Ibid: 8). 

Within the science of international relations, the theory of cogni-
tive dissonance was first introduced at an individual analysis level as
a framework for understanding the makers of foreign policy deci-
sions (Jervis 1976; Rosati 1995; Finnemore/Sikkink 1998). In recent
period, individual authors suggested that this theory is useful at the
collective analysis level in the international relations (Sucharov 2005;
Lupovici 2011). Amir Lupovici calls the cognitive dissonance that is
reached at collective level ‘ontological dissonance” (Ibid: 6). If the
ontological dissonance is not reduced, collective actors come into the
state of ontological uncertainty and are either disgraced or humiliat-
ed (Steele 2008). Considering that the change of behaviour and atti-
tudes, namely the identity at collective level, is a slow and often
demanding process, collective cognitive dissonance is usually dimin-
ished by the ‘evasion’ mechanism. This means to either avoid the
exposure to dissonant information, leading to its denial, or to put the
accent on such information, which increase confusion and ambigui-
ty with regard to the dissonance between existing beliefs (Lupovici
2011:10–11, Zarakol 2010).

The text below will show that the citizens of Serbia, judging by
the results of above survey (April-May 2011), suffer from collective
cognitive dissonance because of the priorities of foreign and security
policy. More precisely, just as their political representatives did it, the
citizens too have built a consensus that Serbia should join the EU,
that it needs to remain militarily neutral, and that it should never and
not at any price recognize the Kosovo independence. The survey also
showed, however, that citizens see clearly even that which their rep-
resentatives largely omit to say, at least in public. They see that, if it
wishes to become an EU member state, Serbia will have to renounce
its present policy towards Kosovo. Moreover, the citizens support the
policy of militarily neutrality, primarily because of the overall role of
NATO in the bombing campaign on FRY and, later, in the Kosovo
secession. But it is just as reasonable to presume that citizens know
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the consensus were the adoption
of the Serbian Constitution in
December 2006, the Serbian
National Assembly’s Resolution
declaring militarily neutrality in
December 2007, separation of the
pro-European Serbian Progress
Party from the anti-European Ser-
bian Radical Party in October
2008, and the adoption of the
Strategy of National Security in
April 2009.
6 The Statute of the Serbian
Progress Party <http://sns.org.rs
/??/2010-06-05-00-10-55/statut-
srpska-napredna-stranka.html> 1
October 2011
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that NATO is mostly composed of those same states that constitute
the EU which they wish their country to accede. Cognitive disso-
nance that the existence of these mutually discordant beliefs creates
in citizens may be overcome in several different ways which will be
addressed in the conclusion.

3. Public opinion and foreign and security policy

In the first several years of democratic transition in Serbia, there
was no consensus between the strongest political parties about what
its security policy should look like. The outlines of this consensus,
however, started to appear in the end of 2006.5 Today ruling and
opposition political parties principally agree on the priorities of offi-
cial foreign and security policy Republic of Serbia: membership in the
EU, militarily neutrality, and diplomatic battle for non-recognition of
Kosovo independence. The question is, however, whether, besides the
political, there also exists a social consensus about these critical prin-
ciples and goals of foreign and security policy. This section will out-
line the results of the public opinion survey in Serbia, clearly demon-
strating that not only political, but also the broader social consensus
about above principles and goals of foreign and security policy is in
place in Serbia.

Serbia and the European Union

Since the beginning of democratic changes in 2000 to this date,
the achievement of membership in the EU has been one of the for-
eign policy priorities of the Republic of Serbia. On the other hand,
until 2008 the consensus about this was absent among the largest
political parties, the same as among citizens, since the Serbian
Radical Party (SRS), which was the strongest opposition party at that
time, was against Serbian integration to the EU. In 2008, however,
the Serbian Progress Party (SNS) broke away from SRS-a. According
to public opinion survey, not only did the Serbian Progress Party
soon become the strongest opposition party but it accepted, in its
political programme, a possibility of Serbian EU integration.6 With
this, for the first time after 5 October 2000, a consensus about
Serbia’s joining the EU was reached among the strongest political
parties in Serbia. 

As regards the public opinion, ever since the beginning of the
democratisation process in 2000, it was mostly of pro-European pro-
clivity (admittedly, with slight oscillations and with the tendency of
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gradual decrease in support).7 According to the BCSP survey con-
ducted in the spring of 2011, only 59.3% of citizens supported
Serbia’s integration into the EU, which was at that time the lowest
percent that was seen since the surveys of this kind are conducted.8

In the focus groups, citizens identified the EU with better living stan-
dards, enhancement of economy, and general prosperity. The associ-
ations they had with regard to this Organisation were both positive
(such as: order, diligence, cooperation, export, prosperity, living stan-
dards, etc), and negative (e.g., blackmailing, scum, gold-snatchers,
hustlers, hipocrisy, subordination, etc).9

Graph 1: The citizens’ attitude towards the integration 
of Serbia into the EU

Slightly more men (60%) than women (58.4%) opted for integra-
tion into the EU. Moreover, the support to the EU integrations
decreased with the fall of the respondents’ level of education and
financial standing. Finally, the members of national minorities were
more enthusiastic about joining the EU (79.7%) than the citizens
who identified themselves as the members of Serbian nation (56%).
A much larger number of citizens gave positive (47%) than negative
(23%) answers to the question whether Serbian integration into the
EU would compromise the independence and sovereignty of Serbia.
Slightly less than a half of respondents were convinced that joining
the EU would enhance the national security (46%), whilst 28% of
citizens agree with this statement. In short, a large majority of
respondents believe that Serbia should continue its process of
European integrations and, in the end, become an EU member state.
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7 September 2002 – 68%,
December 2003 – 72%, Septem-
ber 2004 – 70.6%, September
2005 – 64%, September 2006 –
69.9%, June 2007 – 69.3%,
December 2008 – 61%, Decem-
ber 2009 – 65%. Source: Govern-
ment of the Republic of Serbia,
Office for European Integrations.
<http://www.seio.gov.rs> 21
September 2011
8 In the period May – September,
the support continued to
decrease, first to 53% in June, and
then to 46% in September.
Source: <http://www.novosti.rs/
vesti/naslovna/aktuelno.69.html:3
47245-Pada-podrska-prikljucenju-
EU> 1 October 2011
9 CESID, Final Report on the
Activities of Focus Groups.
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25%. Source: CESID. February
2010 – 20%. Source: Medijum
galup <http://www.vesti.rs/Politi-
ka/TNS-Medijum-galup-DS-i-
SNS-najjaci.html> 21 September
2011
11 About the role of the US
Embassy in Belgrade in initiating a
debate about NATO, see the
leaked Serbian diplomatic mail:
“Recipe for a NATO Debate – Let
Stand 10 Years Then Stir”, dated
26 February 2010. Source:
<www.cablegatesearch.net> 21
September 2011
12 Martinović, Iva. „Masovna
podrška Gadafiju iz Srbije.” (“Vast
Support to Gadaffi from Serbia”)
Danas, 25 March 2011
<http://www.danas.org/content/sr
bija_libija_gadafi/3537308.html>
28 September 2011
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Serbia and NATO

Since the beginning of democratic transition, the number of
Serbian citizens supporting the NATO membership has never even
drew close to a half.10 After ten years of almost complete absence of
public debate on Serbian accession to NATO, the discussion about
this issue was intensified on the eve of ten-year anniversary of bomb-
ing campaign against Yugoslavia and Serbia. This, however, did not
result in any increase of support to the integration into NATO.
According to the BCSP survey, two thirds of the respondents opposed
Serbian accession to NATO (66.3%), 18.1% was unable to make up
their mind, and only 15.6% was in favour of the accession to NATO.
This was actually the lowest level of support to the accession to
NATO ever since these surveys have been conducted. Women are far
more indecisive (23.9%) than men (12.2%) in respect of the acces-
sion of Serbia to this Alliance. The largest share of those opposing the
accession to NATO was among the oldest citizens (69.7%), as well
as among the wealthiest ones (69.8%). Finally, whilst the members
of Serbian nation are in vast majority against the accession to NATO
(69.4%), the members of national minorities are of mixed opinion in
this respect (41.3% for accession, 42.8% against accession).

How can this be explained when we know that the campaign that
was supposed to bring Serbia closer to NATO intensified in 2009?11

There could be three reasons for this. Firstly, ten-year anniversary of
the bombing campaign against Serbia has revived the memory of the
78-day long NATO intervention against FRY and, consequently,
recharged and promoted traumas and self-victimisation. Theoretical
and comparative survey of the policy of the memory of traumatic
events suggests that in other communities, too, traumatic feelings do
not fade over time but rather intensify (Edkins 2003; Burg 2008).
Secondly, the unilateral declaration of Kosovo independence, and its
international recognition (Kosovo was recognised by a vast majority
of NATO Member States), and the central role that the US played in
this process have further encouraged negative attitude of the citizens
of Serbia about the Atlantic Alliance. Finally, in March 2011, the
international community, headed by NATO, started air strikes
against the regime of Muammar Gadaffi in Libya. In Serbia, the news
about this ‘humanitarian intervention’ has fast revived the memory
of the 1999 bombing campaign. The impression was that public
opinion far better discerned the similarities than the differences
between these two interventions. That is why Serbia was among the
rare countries in the world in which Muammar Gaddaffi still enjoyed
enormous support.12
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Graph 2: The citizens’ attitude towards the accession 
of Serbia to NATO

The survey suggests that citizens have a predominantly one-sided
picture of NATO. As much as 38.5% believes that this Alliance is
only an instrument in the hands of USA, and 22.3% of citizens see
this Alliance as a protector of the interest of rich countries. Only
5.7% of respondents see NATO as a defensive alliance of states. In
their work in the focus group, the respondents had very negative
associations with regard to NATO. This Alliance was mostly attrib-
uted the following: aggressor, dictatorship, violence, strong-arm
organisation, even SS troops. Moreover, the survey of the opinions of
the focus group showed that the citizens do not see a connection
between NATO and their current or future security, or between
NATO and economic welfare. This military alliance is significant for
them primarily because the 1999 bombing campaign. Also, it is
indicative that as much as 50.4% of citizens believe that, with the
accession to NATO, Serbia would expose itself to a greater risk of
terror attack. In line with its scepticism towards the accession to
NATO, a vast majority of citizens (64.8%) is of the opinion that mil-
itarily neutrality is the optimal national security policy. Men, the eld-
erly, and the uneducated support the policy of militarily neutrality to
a larger extent than women, the young, and the educated.

When the respondents were asked specific questions about poten-
tial benefits from possible Serbian membership in NATO, however,
their frame of mind changed, although not in any extreme measure,
and turned in favour of Euro-Atlantic integrations. As much as
31.3% of respondents, for example, believe that the membership in
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13 National Assembly of the
Republic of Serbia. Strategy of
National Security. April 2009: 7.
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this military organisation would increase the national security of
Serbia. The belief that the integration in NATO would increase the
number of FDIs, as it is often underlined by local advocates of Euro-
Atlantic integrations, is shared by 25% of respondents. Besides,
29.9% of surveyed citizens believed that, by the accession to NATO,
Serbian military industry would be busier than it was before. Finally,
as much as 30.2% of respondents believe that the integration into
NATO would reduce the danger of attacks from outside. The respon-
dents were most enthusiastic (38%) when they were asked whether
the membership in this Organisation would modernise the Serbian
Armed Forces. The answers to the question what should NATO do
to improve the relationship between Serbia and this Organisation
were also interesting. As much as 47% of respondents believe that it
would be best if NATO paid for war damages, whilst 16% of them
think that NATO should first apologise for having bombarded FRY
in 1999. Serbia’s accession to NATO, as it is shown in Table 1, would
be perceived by the citizens as a political amnesia, selling out, or
betrayal.  

Table 1: Accession to NATO and the national identity

Serbia and Kosovo

Finally, a large majority of citizens support the official security
policy towards Kosovo. Firstly, citizens’ attitudes with regard to secu-
rity threats coming from Kosovo are very similar to those in the offi-
cial documents. In the Strategy of National Security from 2009,
Kosovo secession was described as the “largest threat to the security
of the Republic of Serbia”.13 Similarly, according to the BCSP survey,
16.7% of respondents believe that Kosovo secession is major threat

SERBIA’S PUBLIC
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What would Serbian accession to NATO say 

about Serbs as a nation? 

Percent 

Does not know, unable to decide 18.7 

That we are smart 5.8 

That we have sold ourselves out 20.2 

That we have betrayed our ancestors and our 
history 

16.1 

That we are weak 10.8 

That our memory is short lived 20.9 

That we finally have a vision 7.5 

Total  100 



to national security, whilst as much as 36.4% believe that lower birth
rate is the major threat. The number of those who believe that
Kosovo secession is the main threat is larger among the respondents
of Serbian nationality (17.6%) than among the national minorities
(10.2%). The largest number of those who believe that Kosovo seces-
sion is major threat to security (22.5%) are among the oldest respon-
dents (60 years or more). The younger the respondents are, the less
they feel threatened by Kosovo secession (only 8.7% of respondents
with 30 to 39 years of age). It is interesting, however, that this does
not apply to the youngest respondents (between 18 and 29 years of
age), among whom 17.9% believe that Kosovo is the main threat for
national security. Moreover, the perception of Kosovo secession as
the major security threat is in positive correlation with educational
level (without school – 24%, secondary school – 16%, college –
11%). Among the youngest population of school and university stu-
dents, however, the percent is somewhat higher (20%). 

In the answers to the question what is threatening the security of
Serbia from inside, Kosovo is second-ranked (20.4%), after financial
over-indebtedness (25.2%). The correlation between social and age
structure of respondents and answers to this question is similar to the
correlation present with regard to the previously mentioned question.
The older and less educated the respondents are, more inclined are
they to see Kosovo secession as something that is threatening Serbia
from inside. The only exception from this rule is the youngest (18 –
29 years of age) and student population which has more concerns
about the secession as internal threat than others.

Table 2: Respondents’ educational structure and perception
of Kosovo secession
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Kosovo secession is an internal threat to the security 

of Serbia? 

Education Percent 

No school/primary school 27.5% 

Occupational school 21.2% 

Secondary school 18.7% 

College or university 16.5% 

School / university student 14.8% 

Total 20.2% 
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(LDP: NATO - Shortcut to EU)
RTS, 30 October 2010 <http://
www.rts.rs/page/stories/sr/story/9/
Srbija/787728/LDP%3A+NATO+p
rečica+ka+EU.html> 13 Novem-
ber 2011
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Table 3: Respondents’ age structure and perception 
of Kosovo secession 

When asked what Kosovo declaration of independence of 17
February 2008 means for them, 35.8% of respondents answered that
it is a threat to the security of the Republic of Serbia, and 35.9% that
it is a threat to the national identity of Serbian people. Only 12% of
respondents saw no threat in this. The correlation between social and
age structure and the perception that Serbia is threatened by Kosovo
unilateral declaration of independence is similar to above correla-
tions. As opposed to the members of Serbian people who believe that
this is a threat to the security of the Republic of Serbia (36%) and a
threat to the national identity of Serbian people (38%), national
minorities are not that unanimous. Among those who did not iden-
tify themselves as Serbs, 34% believe that this was a threat to the
security of the Republic of Serbia, whilst only 16.7% perceived it as
a threat to the national identity of Serbian people.

4. Cognitive dissonance and security policy

It could be concluded from the results presented above that, at
least judging by the disposition of public opinion in April and May
2011, ten years after democratic changes, a basic consensus among
most citizens and political parties about main orientation of foreign
and security policy of the Republic of Serbia was reached. This con-
sensus features three standpoints: Serbia should become an EU mem-
ber state, should remain militarily neutral, and should never recog-
nise the Kosovo independence. In the past several years the citizens,
the same as the government in Serbia, could hear that these stand-
points are mutually inconsistent. Thus, for example, it is quite often
argued that none of the European post-communist countries became
a member state of EU without previously acceding NATO.14 Besides,
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Kosovo secession is an internal threat to the security 

Of Serbia? 
Age Percent 

18–29 years 18.4% 
30–39 years 14.1% 
40–49 years 15.6% 
50–59 years 19.6% 

60 years or more 27.2% 
Total 20.3% 



the warnings arrive from different sides that Serbia cannot accede the
EU unless it previously regulates its relations with Kosovo and recog-
nizes Kosovo independence, at least  de facto if not de jure. Such mes-
sages arrived from both the international community15, and individ-
ual political parties16 or analysts17. The question is how the citizens
perceive the relations among these three standpoints that make up a
crux of the national consensus about foreign and security policy of
Serbia. 

It is possible to, based on the BCSP survey, say that citizens are
aware that there is an inconsistency between their views of Serbian
accession into EU on one hand, and Kosovo policy on the other. It is
often speculated in public whether Serbia needs to choose between
Kosovo and EU, and whether it would need to renounce its demands
regarding the ‘’breakawaw’ south province. Although a prevailing
majority of political parties attempt to reassure the citizens that the
policy: both EU and Kosovo is plausible, the BCSP survey showed
that most citizens (54%) think that Serbia will need to give up
Kosovo if it wants to become a member state of EU.

Graph 3: Correlation between so-called ‘Kosovo’ policy 
and so-called ‘European’ policy

However, 13% of the population believes that the Government of
the Republic of Serbia needs to recognise Kosovo independence if this
would lead it to the integration into EU, whilst only 4% is of the
opinion that Serbia should do this right away. A vast majority (61%)
holds that Serbia should never and not at any price recognise the
independence of this territory. If any government does this, 55% of

COGNITIVE DISSONANCE AND SECURITY POLICY OF SERBIA 

N
o

20
 · 

M
AY

 -
 A

U
G

U
ST

 2
01

1
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tial mail in which a French
diplomat confirmed that Ser-
bia cannot get back Kosovo
and accede EU at one and
the same time. “Vikiliks: ne
može i EU i Kosovo.” (Wik-
ileaks: It Is Not Possible to
Have Both EU and Kosovo),
Kurir, 8 October 2010 <http://
www.kurir-info.rs/m/ vesti/viki-
liks-ne-moze-i-eu-i-kosovo-
63558.php> 13 November
2011.
Similar viewpoints could be
heard coming from the repre-
sentatives of the European
Commission and the Euro-
pean Parliament. See: „Ren:
dobrosusedski odnosi sa
Kosovom.” (Rehn: Good
Neighbourly Relations with
Kosovo) <http://www.b92.
net/info/vesti/index.php?yyyy
=2008&mm=04&dd=23&nav
_category=11&nav_id=29537
4> 13 November 2011 „Kacin:
Srbija može i da čeka Koso-
vo.” (Kacin: Serbia May Also
Wait for Kosovo)  <http://www.
naslovi.net/2010-02-06/b92/
kacin-srbija-moze-i-da-ceka-
kosovo/1531047> 13  No-
vember 2011 „Srbija ne može
u EU ako ne prizna Kosovo.”
(Serbia cannot Accede EU
Without Previously Recognis-
ing Kosovo) Danas, 27 May
2010 <http://www.danas.-
rs/danasrs/politika/srbija_ne_
moze_u_eu_ako_ne_priz-
na_kosovo.56.html?news_id=
191364> 13 November 2011
16 „Jovanović: ne može i
Kosovo  Evropa.” (Jovanović:
It Is Impossible to Have Both
Kosovo and Europe) Tanjug,
6 September 2010 <http://-
www.vest i -onl ine.com/-
Vesti/Srbija/79908/Jovanovic-
Ne-moze-i-Kosovo-i-Evropa>
13 November 2011
17 „Slecinger: Srbija ne može i
u EU i da zadrži Kosovo.”
(Schlesinger: Serbia Cannot
both Integrate into EU and
Keep Kosovo.” Blic, 28 July
2010 <http://www.blic.rs/Vesti/
Politika/200396/Slecinger-
Srbija-ne-moze-i-u-EU-i-da-
zadrzi-Kosovo> 13 November
2011
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18 Judging by the current situa-
tion, it is hard to believe that
other circumstances could dras-
tically change. It is extremely
hard, although not impossible, to
expect any significant change in
the positions of the countries
which have already recognised
Kosovo independence. It is even
less realistic to expect Priština to
change its position, or a fast
change in the balance of power
that would favour the countries
which did not recognize Kosovo
independence.
19 Other surveys reveal an
increasing number of those who
see the change of Serbian
Kosovo policy as a condition for
joining EU. See: <http://www.
seio.gov.rs/upload/documents/n
acionalna_dokumenta/istrazi-
vanja_javnog_mnjenja/javno_m
njenje_jun_2011.pdf> 1 October
2011.Since 2008 it has become
increasingly harder to avoid dis-
sonant information considering
that the number of states, partic-
ularly EU member states, which
recognised Kosovo independ-
ence grew continuously.
Besides, there was a gradual
increase in the number, intensity,
and frequency of messages
arriving in Serbia from the inter-
national community with regard
to the need to have Serbian
Kosovo policy aligned with the
reality in Kosovo.
20 Unilateral embargo of Priština
towards Serbia, incapability of
the state to prevent the taking
over of Jarinje and Brnjak
checkpoints, Angela Merkel’s
messages during her visit to
Serbia, putting up the barricades
on the North of Kosovo, and the
violence that ensued, etc.
21 It seems reasonable to sup-
pose that most decision-makers
refuses to publicly accept this
information, but not because
they privately still believe that it is
possible to join EU and still con-
tinue with current Kosovo policy.
The reason for this public denial
is most probably a product of
combining two things. The first
thing is reckoning that such an
attitude increases the price of
compromise that could be made
in future negotiations about
future status of Kosovo.The sec-
ond thing is the fear from being
condemned by domestic public
as a traitor, considering that
Kosovo has a strong symbolical
and emotional meaning.
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citizens would perceive it as shame and betrayal, and only 13.4%
would deem it politically reasonable. These results reveal not only
that citizens  have opposing views regarding EU and Kosovo, but also
that they are aware of this cognitive dissonance.

According to the theory of cognitive dissonance, the tension
between inconsistent convictions and conduct creates unpleasant
feelings, namely feelings of shame and humiliation. Citizens of Serbia
as individuals, as well as the state of Serbia as a collective actor, will
have a need to overcome this dissonance to such extent to which the
dissonance of these views becomes more obvious. If all other circum-
stances remain unchanged, the question is how the Serbian public
will overcome this dissonance.18

Considering that the citizens have become aware of above incon-
sistency, it can no longer be overcome through denial.19 More pre-
cisely, as revealed by the BCSP survey, most citizens have already
accepted the dissonant information that Serbia, if it wants to accede
EU, must give up Kosovo. It is reasonable to suppose that, despite the
ruling elites persistently trying to avoid and deny it, further develop-
ments in the second half of the year additionally confirmed this infor-
mation.20 Key decision-makers in the country, however, did not
accept this publicly yet.21 The currently prevailing discourse: ‘both
EU and Kosovo’ will, in the measure in which citizens become more
aware of the inconsistency between European and Kosovo policy,
become less and less a way to overcome the cognitive dissonance.

Since the strategies of denial can no longer offer a suitable
response to cognitive dissonance, citizens of Serbia are left two
options. First option is to let go of one of the two convictions, either
the one with regard to EU or the one with regard to Kosovo.
Although main political parties, both those in power and those in
opposition, did not abandon the goal to accede EU, in September
public support to this goal dropped to the historical minimum of
46%. This clearly indicates what direction the overcoming of cogni-
tive dissonance could take.22 It is expected, however, that Serbia will
be awarded EU candidate status in March 2012, which could ‘recu-
perate’ public support to EU integrations. After that, majority sup-
port to accession could be sustained through periodical making of
progress in the EU integration process (e.g., beginning of negotia-
tions, opening and closing individual chapters in negotiations, use of
EU structural funds, conclusion of negotiations, etc). On the other
hand, if it is impossible to deny the dissonance, or abandon any of
dissonant convictions, there is only one psychological mechanism
left: a possibility to create new convictions which will shrink the sig-
nificance of dissonance. A new conviction could be created for this
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purpose; namely, domestic elites could accuse EU that, in actual fact,
it is not sincere when saying that it wants Serbia in its ranks. 

Other important dissonance revealed by the survey is created
between the Serbian wish to become a member state of EU and its
wish to remain militarily neutral. At first sight, these two standpoints
should not be dissonant, even more so if we know that some EU
member states are militarily neutral.23 When one analyses the deep-
er reasons for which citizens prefer militarily neutrality, it is clear that
it is actually based on the negative image of NATO as such. Let us be
reminded, the National Assembly of the Republic of Serbia declared
militarily neutrality in December 2007, precisely because of the ‘over-
all role of NATO’ with regard to Kosovo, starting from the bombing
campaign against Serbia through to the Ahtisaari plan which identi-
fied NATO as the ‘ultimate governmental authority’.24 The BCSP
survey showed that citizens, for identical or similar reasons, believe
that militarily neutrality is preferable. Main reason for negative feel-
ings towards NATO, as it is clearly demonstrated by the results of
surveying the focus group, is the memory of the 1999 bombing cam-
paign. The survey likewise demonstrated that citizens see the EU and
NATO member states (with the exception of Greece), and some
neighbouring countries such as Croatia and Albania, as a threat,
whilst they see Russia, China, and Greece as friends. It is, however,
possible to suppose that the citizens are aware that memberships in
these two organisations overlap and that the same European coun-
tries that have bombarded Serbia as NATO member states are at the
same time EU member states. The exceptionally negative view on
NATO will in future be an additional factor that may influence the
citizens to give up their support to the EU integrations. Specifically, a
change of the view on EU, which will shift from the positive towards
the negative, will diminish both the cognitive dissonance with regard
to the view on Kosovo and the cognitive dissonance with regard to
the negative image of NATO.

5. Conclusion

This paper analysed the public opinion in Serbia with regard to
the priorities of security policy. The paper primarily rested on the
findings of the survey that BCSP and CESID conducted in April and
May 2011. Several conclusions could be made based on the present-
ed findings. 

Firstly, the support of Serbian citizens to EU integrations of Serbia
is on a decline. This can be explained by the citizens being disappoint-
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22 The same positions are taken
by strongest political parties which
announced that, if Serbia is forced
to choose between Kosovo and
EU, they will choose the first
option. See the interview with
Tomislav Nikolić: <http://www.
novosti.rs/vesti/naslovna/aktuel-
no.69.html:337186-Nikol ic-
Biramo-Kosovo-pre-Evrope> 1
October 2011. The message of
Boris Tadić was similar: <http://
sundaytimes.lk/world-news/
10265-serbia-wont-concede-on-
kosovo-for-eu-tadic-says.html> 1
October 2011
23 Specifically: Sweden, Finland,
Austria, Ireland, Cyprus, and
Malta.
24 ”National Assembly of the
Republic of Serbia Resolution on
the Protection of Soverignty, Terri-
torial Integrity, and Constitutional
Order of the Republic of Serbia.”
26 december 2007
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ed because of economic and social policy of the Government of the
Republic of Serbia, whose last European integrations related achieve-
ment (at the time of survey) was the December 2009 visa regime lib-
eralisation, and possible suspension of it was increasingly more men-
tioned on the eve of the survey. Great expectations which the citizens
had with regard to the European integrations process did not come
true, and the ruling coalition’s policy ‘both EU and Kosovo’ was
repeatedly on the edge of ruin. This policy suffered a complete fail-
ure in December 2011 when the EU Council did not award candi-
date status to Serbia, because of its Kosovo policy. It seems reason-
able to suppose that all this has reduced the support for membership
in EU to even lower historical minimum.

Secondly, the support of Serbian citizens to the accession to
NATO is likewise falling. It can be supposed that it has fallen due to
current NATO operations in Libya which revived Serbian citizens’
memory of 1999 bombing campaign. In accordance with this, large
majority of citizens believe that the policy of militarily neutrality best
protects the national security of Serbia. Although only 15% of citi-
zens support the accession to NATO, more citizens believe that, in
some ways, Serbia would benefit from the accession to NATO. For
instance, 38% of respondents think that the accession to NATO
would modernise the armed forces, which is not irrelevant. 

Thirdly, the correlation between the respondents’ social structure
and their answers is mostly what could be expected. Young people,
students, and well-educated people are more in favour of security
cooperation and integration processes than the elderly, unemployed,
and uneducated. As opposed to EU integrations which can be recu-
perated if the candidate status is acquired, nothing like that can be
expected with regard to the accession to NATO.

Fourthly, the survey showed that there is a cognitive dissonance
among the citizens, namely the awareness of the existence of discor-
dant and mutually contradictory viewpoints. Thus, a vast majority of
citizens believe that Kosovo will never again be an integral part of
Serbia, as well as that Serbia will have to recognise the independence
of Kosovo if it wants to join EU. Leaning on the theory of cognitive
dissonance, developed within the framework of social psychology
and within the science of international relations, the paper presented
three presumptions about how to overcome this situation. First way
is to deny this cognitive dissonance. Considering that most citizens,
at least according to this survey, already believe that Serbia will have
to give up Kosovo if it wants to become a member state of EU, it is
clear that it is highly unlikely that this strategy will work. Moreover,
although this was not specifically investigated within the survey, it
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seems reasonable to suppose that citizens know only too well that the
European countries which have themselves bombarded Serbia as
NATO member states are at the same time the EU member states.
Accordingly, since denial can no longer be an effective instrument to
overcome the cognitive dissonance, only the other two ways are left
on our disposal. It can be overcome by abandoning one of inconsis-
tent standpoints. This could be either the abandonment of the stand-
point that Kosovo is Serbia, or the abandonment of the goal to join
the EU. Bearing in mind the symbolical significance of Kosovo and
current consensus of the political elite that Kosovo should never be
recognised as an independent state, it can be hardly supposed that
this standpoint would be abandoned any time soon. Besides, by
rejecting the standpoint that Serbia should become an EU member
state, cognitive dissonance is simultaneously being diminished with
regard to the viewpoint on Kosovo and with regard to the negative
view on NATO. If this strong incentive is weakened in future through
the periodic, and well-covered in media, progress in the process of
European integrations, and if citizens still support both the pro-
European and the pro-Kosovo policy, their cognitive dissonance will
need to be resolved in a third way. And this means finding new con-
victions that could lower the importance of the existing dissonance.
One of such viewpoints that could develop in future as the exit from
the condition of collective cognitive dissonance, would be that the
European Union actually does not want to accept Serbia in its ranks.
Since public opinion is often accompanied with the decision-makers’
dominant discourse, it would be beneficial if future surveys focused
on the way in which cognitive dissonance in foreign and security pol-
icy are perceived and overcome by those who shape the policy and
make decision in the Republic of Serbia.

Bibliography:

Antonić, Slobodan. Srbi i Evro-Srbi (Serbs and Euro-Serbs). Belgrade: Čigoja
štampa, 2007.

Brozović, Zorana. „Ko smo mi? Razvoj discoursea o NATO u parlamentima Of
Serbia kao izraz borbe suprotstavljenih strateških kultura.” (Who are We?
The Development of NATO Discourse in Serbian Parliaments as a Manifes-
tation of the Battle among Opposing Strategic Cultures) Bezbednost
Zapadnog Balkana, No 18, 2010: 53–68.

Burg, Avraham. The Holocaust is Over, We Must Rise From its Ashes. New York:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2008.

COGNITIVE DISSONANCE AND SECURITY POLICY OF SERBIA 

N
o

20
 · 

M
AY

 -
 A

U
G

U
ST

 2
01

1

29

SERBIA’S PUBLIC
ON SECURITY



FILIP EJDUS
WBSO

W
E

ST
E

R
N

B
A

L
K

A
N

S
SE

C
U

R
IT

Y
O

B
SE

R
V

E
R

30

Cooper, Joel. Cognitive Dissonance: Fifty Years of a Classic Theory. London:
Sage Publications, 2007.

Ćosić. Dobrica. Kako da stvaramo sebe (How to Deceive Our Own Selves). In:
Stvarno i Moguće – članci i ogledi (The Real and the Possible – Articles and
Experiments). Ljubljana–Zagreb: Cankarjeva založba, 1988.

Čolović, Ivan i Aljoša Mimica. (Ed.). Druga Srbija (The Other Serbia). Beograd:
Beogradski krug, 1992.

Edkins, Jenny. Trauma and the Memory of Politics. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2003.

Ejdus, Filip. „Bezbednost, kultura i identitet u Srbiji” (“Security, Culture, and Identi-
ty in Serbia). Bezbednost Zapadnog Balkana, br. 7–8, 2007/8: 65–93

Festinger, Leon and Henry Riecken, Stanley Schachter. When Prophecy Fails.
New York: Harper and Row, 1956.

Festinger, Leon. A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance. Palo Alto: Stanford Universi-
ty Press, 1957.

Finnemore, Martha i Kathryn Sikkink. „International Norms and Dynamics and
Political 

Change.” International Organization, Vol. 52, 1998: 887–917.

Jervis, Robert. Perception and Misperception in International Politics. New
Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1976.

Konečni, Vladimir. „Prva, druga i treća Serbia.” (The First, the Second, and the
Third Serbia) NSPM, 4 September 2009.

Kovačević, Dušan. Dvadeset srpskih podela (Twenty Serbian Divisons). Beograd:
Stubovi kulture, 2010.

Lupovici, Emir. „Ontological Dissonance, clashing identities and Israel’s Unilateral
Steps towards the Palestinians.” Review of International Studies, 2011:1–25.

Matić, Milan. Srpska politička tradicija (Serbian Political Tradition). Beograd: Insti-
tut za Političke Studije, 1998.

Rosati, Jerel A. A Cognitive Approach to the Study of Foreign Policy. U: Foreign
Policy Analysis: Continuity and Change in the Second Generation. Neack,
Laura and Patrick J. Haney, o Jeanne A. K. Key. (Ed.). New Jersey: Prentice
Hall, 1995.

Steele, Brent J. Ontological Security in International Relations: Self-Identity and
the IR State. New York: Routledge, 2008.

Sucharov, Mira. The International Self: Psychoanalysis and the Search for
Israeli-Palestinian Peace. Albany: State University of New York Press, 2005.

Zarakol, Ayse. „Ontological (In)security and State Denial of Historical Crimes:
Turkey and Japan.” International Relations 24, 2010: 3–23.

SERBIA’S PUBLIC
ON SECURITY


