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In this article I examine the dynamics of religious and political
hierarchies in Wa Buddhists’ practice of Theravada Buddhist beliefs
in the Autonomous County of Cangyuan, Wa Nationality, in China’s
southwest border region. Communities of Wa Buddhists in Cangyuan
have gone through a number of historical phases for which the notion of
“hierarchical dynamism” (Robbins 2015), is a useful theoretical framework
for understanding, in particular, the workings of complex, multilayered
hierarchical relations in the local history of religious conversion and
practice. Here the symbolic role of the Wa king and the agentive role of
senior Wa orators illustrate a feature of nested hierarchies by which the
political and religious domains are contested and juxtaposed over time. In
particular, the Wa deferential greetings performed by senior orators are
not only confined and grounded in the religious field, but also feed into
the hierarchical dynamics by which community tensions and conflicts are
managed, where political distrust is expressed, and where social relations
are reconfigured in light of local ethnolinguistic practices and ideas of

nbuan (merit).
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