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We address a series of criticisms, raised by Woodley (2011), of our paper “Cognitive ability,
right-wing authoritarianism, and social dominance orientation: A five-year longitudinal
study amongst adolescents” (Heaven, Ciarrochi, & Leeson, 2011). We argue that, while Wood-
ley (2011) presents some interesting points, his criticisms do not alter our initial interpretation
that verbal intelligence influences the individual's ideological perspective. We also argue that
the use of RWA and SDO in our paper is not problematic given that these variables are treated
as ideological constructs and not measures of personality. We further challenge the assump-
tion that our reported relationship between low IQ and conservative ideology reflects the
greater flexibility of intelligent participants in endorsing liberal norms. Finally, as suggested
by Woodley, we re-analysed our data using a General Factor of Personality (GFP). The results
indicated that in predicting ideology, GFP did not uniquely account for variance above and be-
yond that of intelligence, thus failing to support one of the central hypotheses of the cultural-
mediation model.
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1. Introduction

In his article “Problematic constructs and cultural-
mediation: A comment on Heaven, Ciarrochi, and Leeson
(2011)”, Woodley (2011) challenged the conclusion that an
individual's verbal ability influences their ideological per-
spective. In contrast, he argued that the cultural mediation
model may best explain the findings. We challenge each of
those arguments here.

2. Right-wing authoritarianism and social dominance
orientation

Woodley (2011) suggests that the use of RWA is problem-
atic because of the assumption, inherent to its construction,
that authoritarianism is unique to the right. Echoing the

arguments of Eysenck (1954) and Rokeach (1960), he argues
that authoritarianism is equally prevalent amongst thosewith
leftist political views. While we do not ignore the importance
of this debate, our article is largely agnostic on this point and
it is difficult to see how this would alter the interpretation of
its central findings. Hence, while it is clear that the RWA
scale is designed to measure a form of conservative ideology,
we do not argue that authoritarianism is unique to the right,
nor do we claim that all conservatives will necessarily en-
dorse an authoritarian ideology. Rather, we sought to investi-
gate an ideological dimension that has been shown to be
predictive of intergroup prejudice and hostility.

Woodley (2011), citing Ray (2003), also claims that the
use of SDO is problematic because of the mistaken belief
that it measures personality. We agree with this view, as do
some other authors. For instance, Duckitt, Wagner, du
Plessis, and Birum (2002) argued that SDO and RWA should
be considered measures of ideological values. We, too, have
made similar points indicating that SDO is an individual dif-
ference indicator of group-based prejudice (Heaven, Organ,
Supavadeeprasit, & Leeson, 2006). Indeed, the Heaven et al.
(2011) article is based on the premise that both RWA and
SDO are measures of ideology, not personality.
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3. Intelligence and voting behaviour

Heaven et al. (2011) are criticised for failing to cite several
important studies that have illustrated alternative relation-
ships between IQ and political orientation. Woodley cites
Eysenck (1954) and also Deary, Batty, and Gale (2008) who
found that education and IQ were not related to supporting
parties of the left but, in fact, those from the right. Woodley
(2011) argues that these findings are important, because
showing that scores on RWA and SDO are predictive of voting
behaviours would lend weight to the conclusion that they are
not merely artefacts, reflecting the tendency to respond in a
socially desirable manner. It should be pointed out, however,
that while the Deary et al. (2008) article found that IQ was an
important predictor of voting intentions, other variables such
as social class also played a role. This finding is in line with a
good deal of research which suggests that factors such as
vested interest (Young, Borgida, Sullivan, & Aldrich, 1987)
and ethnicity (Heath, Fisher, Sanders, & Sobolewska, 2011)
have an important influence on voting behaviour. Therefore,
the absence of any relationship between voting intention
and both RWA and SDO (Altemeyer, 1998) may not imply
that egalitarian leftists are paradoxically just as likely as
non-egalitarian rightists to be high SDO scorers, but rather
that ideology fails to account for significant variance in an
individual's voting intentions. If this is the case, it might sug-
gest that voting behaviour is a problematic proxy for ideolo-
gy, thus justifying our decision in not reviewing literature
from this area.

4. The cultural mediation model

At the core of Woodley's (2011) critique is the idea that
our findings might best be explained using the cultural medi-
ation model. We interpreted the observed relationship be-
tween verbal intelligence and ideology as indicative of the
narrative nature of ideology. We argued that, because ideolo-
gies are essentially narrative and because the narrative com-
plexity of ideologies differ, verbal intelligence should
influence the ideology an individual endorses. Woodley
(2010) interprets this relationship quite differently, arguing
that that there is genetic variation in social attitudes. Draw-
ing from the work of Macdonald (2009), Woodley states
that groups impose social controls on members, that is, re-
strictions on what is deemed acceptable behaviour. Given
the genetic predisposition to endorse a particular ideological
orientation, it is likely that while some individuals may en-
dorse social attitudes consistent with the prevailing norms
of their group, others may not. Nonetheless, Woodley main-
tains that an individual who explicitly endorses the ideologi-
cal values espoused by a society is likely to receive a broad
range of social benefits.

Woodley (2010, 2011) argues that more intelligent
people are better able, through effortful explicit proces-
sing, to formulate an ideological position consistent with
these norms, even if this is at odds with their implicit
ideological orientation. Thus, he argues that the negative
relationship between verbal ability and RWA, for instance,
reflects the fact that less intelligent participants are poorer
at engaging in the explicit processing that would reconcile
the differences between their implicit attitudes and the

post materialistic liberal ideology that characterises Aus-
tralian society.

This interpretation rests on the assumption that partici-
pants in the Heaven et al. (2011) study grew up in a society
characterised by liberal ideology. It is true that in 2009,
when the final wave of data reported in our article was col-
lected, the left-of-centre Labour Party was in power federally
in Australia. Nonetheless, from 1996 to 2007, when the par-
ticipants in our study were, on average, five to sixteen years
old respectively, Australia had a conservative right-of-centre
Federal government. This government was avowedly conser-
vative, with its leader, John Howard, publicly espousing con-
servative values throughout his term as Prime Minister
(Johnson, 2007) and strongly advocated sending military
troops to Iraq in support of the U.S. Of course, we are not im-
plying a causal role. Hence, we are not arguing that the ideo-
logical opinion of political leaders will inevitably permeate
and influence the broader community. Rather, we are arguing
that the popularity of a political party may be indicative of
some overlap between the position they espouse and that
of the political climate within the broader society. These ar-
guments are consistent with the observation of Cahill
(2004), who noted a shift to the political right within Austra-
lian society during this period.

Woodley has argued that these political influences are of
little importance given that, since the 1960s, Australians,
like those of many other western countries, have been
schooled in post-material values generally associated with
the political left. Woodley is drawing on a view of post-
materialism most notably associated with Inglehart (1971),
one who has not been without critics. For instance,
Inglehart and Flanagan (1987) argued that it is a mistake to
conflate post materialism with the political left and material-
ism with the political right. Rather, along with a materialism/
post materialism dimension, it is claimed that values can be
placed along a second libertarian/authoritarian dimension.
Consistent with this is the idea that, as well as a post-
materialism of the left there is also a post-materialism of
the right. For example, an opposition to gay rights and abor-
tion with its focus on particular values, cannot be defined
strictly in material or economic terms and would hardly be
described as leftist. Further, as Woodley himself admits, re-
search (e.g., Charnock & Ellis, 2004) has indicated that,
while post material values do play a role in Australian poli-
tics, the dimensions of right and left are still important for
the Australian electorate when differentiating between the
major political parties.

It is beyond the scope of this paper to argue the merits of
particular views regarding post materialism. Thus, it would
be premature, at least without some empirical evidence, to
conclude that participants in the Heaven et al. (2011) study
grew up in a society where liberal, left-leaning values were
normative.

5. The general factor of personality (GFP)

Finally, Woodley (2011, p. 247) argues that the GFP
may be the “primary source of personality flexibility” and
that greater personality flexibility, like intelligence, will
be associated with endorsing ideologies consistent with
the prevailing norms of a society. There has been some
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