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This article addresses the issue of state capacity and suggests ways of conceptualising 
the term to make it more useful for the analysis of post-communist countries. While the 
state has recently been 'brought back in' to the debate about post-communist transitions, 
it still suffers from considerable conceptual vagueness. However, in order to understand 
why some states are weaker than others, we first need to have a clear grasp of how to 
assess state capacity. This article deals with three key aspects: first, it touches upon the 
normative debate about the 'ideal' role of the state and points out how state capacity is 
related to, as well as conceptually and empirically differentiated from, this normative 
debate; second, it develops a model of the dual aspect of the state - the state as provider 
of solutions and the state as source of problems; third, it discusses several options for 
empirically assessing state capacity. This paper suggests that, rather than a 'strong 
state', the normative opposite of a 'weak state' might be better termed a 'functional' or 
'capable' state - i.e., a state that enables society to respond continuously and dynamically 
to a changing international environment. 
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