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Abstract.Studies examining the underlying assumptions of leadership
communication theories, with a primary focus on Western perspectives, which
specifically focusing on homogeneous societal culture and neglected
heterogeneous culture. Intercultural studies have revealed culture is diverse, and
not all assumptions apply to every culture worldwide. Leadership communication
strategies in across cultural contexts vary, and hence the study of leadership, in
this case, spiritual leadership requires studies across multicultural settings, an
area this current study seeks to address. Under the leadership of Mahathir
Mohamad (1981 to 2003), Malaysia witnessed significant socioeconomic
transformation. His leadership garnered support from Malaysians of all ethnic
backgrounds and Malaysian Hindus acknowledged advancements in a number of
areas. However, as past studies show, Mahathir’s leadership communication was
criticized for the marginalization of Malaysian Hindus. He was perceived as
being more concerned with uplifting the majority community with less attention
to Malaysian Hindus. This qualitative study uses the spiritual leadership
framework to investigate Mahathir’s leadership communication based on the
lived experience of 23 Malaysian Hindu opinion leaders. This study adds a
unique perspective to leadership communication in the setting of multiculture,
particularly when it comes to majority-minority populations (Muslims and
Hindus) within the framework of spiritual leadership.

Keywords: spiritual leadership, social change, minority, leadership
communication

1 Introduction

It became clear that a large number of studies had been conducted to examine the tenets
of leadership communication theories, with a primary focus on the western perspective
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[1] and [9]. However, because every culture is different, intercultural studies have
found that not all assumptions may apply to the various cultures found throughout the
world [8]. Previous research demonstrated that varying leadership techniques in vary-
ing cultural contexts resulted in varying leadership results [2]. Furthermore, there have
been very few studies on leadership from a cross-cultural viewpoint, particularly in
areas pertaining to leadership communication between Malaysia's minority and major-
ity groups [15]. This suggests that research on spiritual leadership in a multicultural
setting is necessary, as is the creation of a leadership communication model tailored to
the needs of each culture [14].

Therefore, under the paradigm of spiritual leadership, this study adds a new dimen-
sion to leadership communication from a multi-cultural setting, notably leadership
communication including Muslim and Hindu majority-minority groups. As culture and
religion of communities have a significant part in establishing distinctions between dif-
ferent ethnic groups in countries like Malaysia, this study felt that it is necessary to
investigate and comprehend spiritual leadership in a multi-cultural environment [2].

This study examines Mahathir Mohamad's spiritual leadership attributes from the
viewpoint of Malaysian Hindu thought leaders (Hindus are one of the country's minor-
ities) using spiritual leadership as a paradigm. Mahathir Mohamad is a leader who be-
longs to the Muslim majority community. It highlights the significance of leaders
demonstrating positive leadership communication behaviors that align with followers'
values or those that are deemed acceptable by them in order to encourage social change
among their followers [11].

RQ1: In the context of spiritual leadership, what are the attributes of Mahathir Mo-
hamad's leadership communication that are based on the opinion leaders of Malaysian
Hindus?

2 Literature Review

As this study looks at Mahathir's leadership style from the viewpoint of Malaysian Hin-
dus, it makes an effort to comprehend spiritual leadership concepts within the Hindu
religious framework, specifically in relation to the Bhagavad-Gita which is one of the
most significant texts for Hindus since it is filled with Vedic wisdom, particularly re-
lated to leadership principles that are applicable to modern times [16]. The Bhagavad-
Gita is a text that mostly consist of a dialogue between Lord Krishna, a humanoid Hindu
divinity, and prince Arjuna.

The discussion took place on a battlefield (a fight between Arjuna's faction, the Pan-
davas, and the opposition, the Kauravas), notably when Arjuna questioned Lord
Krishna about the necessity of the war and expressed his desire to avoid going to war
with the Kauravas because they were his cousins. Lord Krishna emphasized the value
of upholding Dharma, or righteousness. The Bhagavad-Gita is divided into three pri-
mary chapters, which are bhakti yoga (means to love), jnana yoga (self-knowledge),
and karma yoga (selfless action). According to this study, the Bhagavad-Gita's teach-
ings are in line with the concept of spiritual leadership.
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The Bhagavad-Gita makes it abundantly evident that leaders must influence people
based on their ideals, and that a leader's values are essential. Among the text's most
important lessons is that a leader ought to serve as an example for their people (Bhaga-
vad-Gita 3:21). Second, a leader ought to be prudent and aggressive at all times (Bha-
gavad-Gita 3:4). For example, in the Bhagavad-Gita, Lord Krishna instructed Arjuna
to integrate his knowledge with moral behavior, a crucial component of effective lead-
ership communication. Bhagavad Gita 5:4 describes Lord Krishna's encouragement to
Arjuna to finish his tasks by making a resolute choice. A leader should behave wisely,
thirdly, sacrificing oneself for the benefit of others The Bhagavad-Gita states that the
highest virtue is sacrifice (Bhagavad-Gita 3:14) and that a leader should always behave
in the best interests of their followers ahead of their own interests.

3 Methodology

This research engaged the qualitative method to explore Malaysia Hindus opinion lead-
ers’ responses towards Mahathir Mohamad’s leadership communication qualities based
on spiritual leadership framework. The qualitative method explored the intricacy of
leadership process between the leader and follower, specifically in terms of the inter-
cultural circumstance [7]. Furthermore, the qualitative method is able to get an insight
of the meaning of a phenomenon [6]. Similarly, this study investigates spiritual leader-
ship qualities of Mahathir Mohamad from Malaysian Hindus’ opinion leaders’ view
point.

The respondents were chosen using the purposive sampling method following rec-
ommendation by [17] who indicated that purposive sampling fits well to choose in-
formants who inform the best about the research, to be able to provide more insights
linking the problem statement and the research question. This study selected a total of
23 informants which is within the range suggested by [6]. research informants were
selected among Malaysian Hindus who had gone through the experience of Mahathir
Mohamad’s leadership (1981-2003). The first criterion of choosing them is that the
respondents needed to be Malaysian Hindus, next, opinion leaders of different organi-
sations including public, private, media and non-governmental organisations (including
the Malaysian Hindu organisations).

The informants of the present study were selected via online search, popularity, peo-
ple’s recommendations and the researcher’s contacts. In-depth interviews provide re-
searchers with rich and detailed qualitative data for understanding informants’ experi-
ences, how they describe those experiences and the meaning they make out of those
experiences. The researcher reviewed literature on leadership communication and
Hindu philosophy to develop the interview protocol. The interview questions were de-
veloped based on the theoretical gap of the study.

Thematic analysis was used to carry out the data analysis of this study as a process
which involves careful reading and re-reading, interpreting to establish themes (or
themes) [4]. Thematic analysis was adopted which suits qualitative research [4]. The
collected data were computed using NVIVO 14 software, and various themes were
identified.
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4 Results and Findings

Malaysian Hindu leaders' perceptions of Mahathir's leadership communication qualities
are discussed in this section. Based on the thematic analysis, the attributes of Mahathir's
leadership communication may be attributed to his visionary leadership, bravery, ethi-
cal commitment, sense of belonging, selfless service, and effective communication.
According to informants in this study's in-depth interviews, Mahathir Mohamad
demonstrated selfless service leadership communication traits. Eight informants in all
said that Mahathir was a selfless leader who wished for Malaysians to prosper so that
everyone would gain.

Informant 9 stated, for example, that "not just Indians but everyone in this country
has benefited during Mahathir's leadership communication." In a similar vein, inform-
ant 1 claimed that Mahathir promoted national advancement. In my opinion as a politi-
cian, he has given the corresponding leaders an opportunity to present their ideas and
integrate them into the formulation of national development policy. Second, the inform-
ants conveyed that Mahathir demonstrated a feeling of inclusion. The informants ex-
pressed satisfaction, a sense of belonging, and confidence in Mahathir's leadership
style.

Informant 3 stated, for example, that "I can say that it gives so much security and a
sense of belonging towards the country," and that "perhaps the way he communicated
has given the confidence among the public to grow fast." In a similar vein, informant
number seven stated, "I believe the Indians view him as an idol or as someone they can
trust." In support, informant 5 added that during the 22 years of Mahathir's presidency,
there have been notable changes and consequences in our lives, affecting both younger
and older generations.

In contrast to previous prime ministers, he advanced the nation in numerous ways.
Thirdly, research informants said Mahathir is a persuasive speaker who was able to
persuade them. According to their sources—a total of 12—Mahathir was a strategic
communicator.

Informants 11, 14, and 18 responded that Hindus view Mahathir as a "Guru" who
led them to a higher level because they place a high value on having a "Guru" (men-
tor/teacher) who can help them progress. Informant 11 states that Hinduism emphasizes
obedience to the "Gurus" among its adherents. Hindus in Malaysia regarded Mahathir
as a Guru and followed his instructions. Informant 18 often stated that a leader should
have the attributes of the Great Indian Gurus, such Swami Vivekananda and Rama-
krishna, who constantly gave their people direction to achieve.

According to informant number 18, Hinduism has a significant impact on how Indi-
ans view leaders. A leader needs to resemble Ramakrishna and Vivekananda. Those
"Gurus" instilled moral principles in us and constantly directed us toward improvement;
to some extent, Mahathir is doing the same for us.
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5 Conclusion

This study examines Mahathir Mohamad's leadership behaviors that may be connected
to spiritual leadership traits, particularly in Hinduism, to comprehend his abilities as a
spiritual leader. First of all, Mahathir Mohamad exhibited leadership skills of unselfish
devotion to increase the productivity and efficiency of Malaysians. Mahathir Mohamad
imposed new regulations on the government employees. Beyond the regular Orders,
which mostly addressed regular work procedures, the recommendations aimed to foster
positive attitudes and behaviors among government employees to cultivate a new cul-
ture among Malaysians by altering their mindset and conduct in a way that would sup-
port societal improvement or change. The concept raised by the Hindus is related to the
Bhagavad-Gita's emphasis on karma-yoga, or selfless behavior, which is congruent
with Fry's concept of spiritual leadership (2003). Furthermore, one of the virtues that
should be practiced has been mentioned: honesty (Bhagavad-Gita 13:7).

The notion emphasized in the Bhagavad-Gita. All living things are produced by
food, food is produced by rain, rain is obtained via sacrifice, and offering up oneself is
the highest good (Bhagavad-Gita 3:14). Spiritual leaders constantly put the welfare of
the people before their own interests. By using shared principles, spiritual leadership
accelerates the transformational process [3]. Spiritual leaders need to have faith in their
followers because they need to be open to accepting the direction they set [11]. Ma-
hathir not only articulated goals for social change but also demonstrated and encour-
aged virtues that led Malaysian Hindus to view him as a spiritual leader, indicating that
his leadership style was well received by the community. According to the study's con-
clusions, the informants continuously described Mahathir as a forward-thinking vision-
ary leader who gave society hope for the future.

This takes the conversation to the second phase of the "spiritual leadership" journey,
where leaders can help followers by recognizing and highlighting their own recurring
cycles of spiritual struggle and advancement. This could assist the followers relate to
what they're going through and point them parallel with those who have come before
them rather than having them copy the accomplishments of an outsider. These charac-
teristics align with the assertion made by [10] that spiritual leadership fosters good or-
ganizational development and can direct organizational transformation.
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