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Abstract

Various multi-dimensional governance models have been suggested by scholars and policy
makers alike as suitable conceptual lenses through which to view the complexity of water
governance, particularly in international river basins. While these models, most notably, the
Government—Society—Science and the Hegemonic Politicians models, do provide more
holistic pictures of the multiple actors at play and their interactions, the nature of these actor
interactions is overly linear, and make them incapable of explaining the numerous processes
within complex governance systems. They assume the dominance of a limited number of
actors while ignoring various feedback loops. This paper therefore provides a critical review
of the Government-Society—Science and the Hegemonic Politicians models. Our alternative
perspective is derived from complexity theory as it pertains to water governance. Explaining
water governance through the complexity lens highlights the myriad of actors that act within
international river basins and the consequences of their actions; something that is lacking
within the traditional models. This holds implications not only for decision-making in river
basins and water resources management in particular, but also for theoretical developments
that feed back into the policy arena. Complexity theory paints a more nuanced picture for the
decision maker. We put forward this view using the proposed Epupa Dam on the Kunene
River as a case study where various actors interact in the debate around the suggested dam.
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