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THE QUALITY OF GOVERNANCE AND THE 
POLITICAL CAPACITY OF A COUNTRY: 

CONTEMPORARY POLISH POLITICAL PARTIES  
AND THE IDEA OF GOOD GOVERNANCE 

The capacity of a state in political terms is a relatively new area of political thought. In 
the debate on the condition of the state, Polish political parties agree on which areas of 
governance require specific actions on the part of public administration. Politicians have 
described the desired ways of governing and have formulated concepts of good governance 
and methods for their implementation. The objective behind this article is to analyze 
contemporary Polish political thought from two angles – the capacity of a state and its 
relationship with governance quality. Political thought is analyzed from the perspectives of 
the system and the problem. The general objective has two sub-goals: (1) to determine the 
definition and meaning of the term capacity of a state in political thought across various 
ideological currents (conservative, liberal, people’s, social democratic, and nationalist), and 
(2) to investigate how good governance is defined in the political debate and how it is linked 
with state capacity. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
The capacity of a state in political terms is a relatively new area of political thought. In 

the debate on the condition of the state, Polish political parties agree which areas of 
governance require specific actions on the part of public administration. Politicians have 
described the desired ways of governing and have formulated concepts of good governance 
and methods for their implementation. 

This discussion about the capacity of a state follows findings reported in international 
scientific literature. The capacity of a state can be understood as the ability to govern, and 
includes three correlative elements. The first one is policy capacity, which, in very simple 
terms, is the ability to identify strategic directions for action and to manage the available 
resources. The second one is administrative capacity, which can be defined as efficient 
management of the human and physical resources which the state needs in order to function. 
The third one is state capacity, which focuses on state's relationships with its population, 
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and covers its ability to mobilise social and economic forces in order to achieve its public 
goals. The capacity of a state can be realised through decision-making, implementation 
(assigning tasks to state administration), and supervision. (Painter, Pierre, 2005; Fritz, 
2007). 

Political capacity is associated with the idea of good governance, which has been 
described extensively in Polish and international literature. In a way, good governance is 
intended to bring the government closer to its citizens. In line with the principles of 
democracy and the rule of law, they must not be afraid of governance or definition of their 
responsibilities, and, moreover, should become involved in these processes and seek to 
actually influence them. In view of this, scholars have identified six pillars of good 
governance: (1) democratic rule of law, which guarantees state efficiency; (2) accounta- 
bility, meaning that governance mechanisms operate in such a way that the authorities and 
civil servants are responsible for the decisions they make; (3) principle of social inclusion, 
which guarantees extensive participation of citizens in decision-making across different 
levels of political power; (4) efficiency and effectiveness, (5) transparency, so that the state 
operates in an open and transparent manner, and guarantees the availability and clarity of 
public information, monitoring of public authorities' actions, and clear law-making; and (6) 
participation, understood as the involvement of citizens and social organisations in state 
governance. (Weiss, 2000; Rothstein, 2011; Eaton, Akers, 2007; Grindle, 2007; Rotberg, 
2014; Ghani, Lockhart, 2008). 

The objective behind this article is to analyse contemporary Polish political thought 
from two angles – capacity of a state and its relationship with governance quality. Political 
thought is analysed from system and problem perspectives. The general objective has two 
sub-goals: (1) to determine the definition and meaning of the term capacity of a state in the 
political thought across various ideological currents (conservative, liberal, people’s, social 
democratic, and nationalist), and (2) to investigate how good governance was defined in the 
political debate and how it was linked with state capacity. 

2. CONSERVATIVE THOUGHT 
For Law and Justice (Prawo i Sprawiedliwość, PiS), state capacity meant especially 

internal governance, understood as the ability of the political apparatus to act. And this, in 
turn, largely depended on the quality of political leadership, including its intellectual 
abilities, patriotism, and analytical skills (Szczerski, 2010). 

The starting point for the discussion about the political capacity of Poland was the 
assessment of the Third Republic of Poland, which led to the conclusion that following 
1989 Poland became a weak state. This negative assessment of Poland as a state was built 
on four generalisations. (1) In Poland, political power, and the responsibility of the 
government for the state, became fragmented; (2) Domination of so called transactional 
politics – especially during the PO-PSL coalition administration in 2007–2015 – understood 
as a governance philosophy based on “entering into certain agreements and transactions 
with various pressure groups” (Prawo i Sprawiedliwość, 2015); (3) Moral and competence 
crisis among the elite and bodies that govern the state was largely responsible for the poor 
capacity of Poland (Marcinkiewicz, 2005; Matyja, Bugaj, Dorn, 2007); (4) The centre of 
political power was weakened (Marcinkiewicz, 2005). 

For conservatives, this was tantamount to reducing the state to “an arena where different 
interests and pressure groups can compete”, and to excluding citizens from decision-
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making. This situation resulted in the disappearance of political community, replacement 
of politics with administering, political disputes with expert discussions, and democratic 
decisions with technocratic solutions. The consequence of this was poor internal coherence 
of the Third Republic of Poland, which, in the opinion of PiS, became “a confederation of 
departments”, managed by interest groups, lobbyists, professional associations, or local 
communities (Kaczyński, 2013a). Corporatism, as the source of various pathologies, was 
considered a threat to the state and citizen freedom.  

According to PiS, the poor political capacity of the Third Republic of Poland, actually 
threatened the existence of the sovereign state. And only a strong and efficient state system, 
with a great political capacity, could provide citizens with optimum living conditions, 
combat pathologies, and prevent subjugation to external decision-making centres. In line 
with its raison d’etat, the state was to mobilise forces and resources for the purposes of 
social and economic projects, act for the common good, which was the basis for what is 
known as pragmatic legitimacy (Kaczyński, 2013b). 

In addition to the negative assessment of the Third Republic of Poland, PiS argued for 
the inevitability of the transformation of the contemporary state, which has lost its 
monopoly over decision-making by becoming one of many centres and sources of power. 
In the global world, the role of state authority was losing its importance, as states, as the 
elements of the global network, were to some extent dependent on international 
organisations and global corporations. PiS politicians were aware that the weaker the state 
was, the worse its position was in this network (Prawo i Sprawiedliwość, 2019; Staniszkis, 
2003). 

It seemed natural to reform state structures to ensure its high capacity and efficiency, 
central government supervision over the processes taking place within the state, and to 
maintain social cohesion. Good governance was to be the answer to the challenges related 
to state management. It included five elements. The first was to include businesses and 
citizen organisations in decision-making for the state administration to appropriately 
respond to any local “impulses”. The second element was to improve management in 
administration and to introduce strategic planning. The third was a “flexible” model of the 
public service, aligned with the professional development of the personnel in private 
companies, involving personnel mobility. Administration was to be oriented towards high 
quality rather than “stability and routine”, as in closed professions. The fourth element of 
the improvement in state management quality was to be a structural reform of the 
administration, and the fifth, an improvement in the transparency of administrative 
decision-making, fight against corruption, and aligning the work of civil servants to 
business-like quality management principles (Kaczyński, 2019; Błaszczak, 2008). But this 
idea has never been introduced in practice. 

3. LIBERAL AND SOCIAL DEMOCRATIC THOUGHTS 
Civic Platform (Platforma Obywatelska RP, PO), a representative of the liberal current, 

similarly to most political parties, associated the political capacity of the state primarily 
with its capacity for efficient management, i.e. effective making and implementation of 
political decisions. What was especially important for PO was the state's institutional 
capacity, which is part of political capacity. It was defined as the efficiency of the 
government across various areas of internal, international, and European policy, and 
reasonable management of public administration resources, resulting in improved work 
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quality and reduced costs of labour (Platforma Obywatelska RP, 2007b). The efficiency of 
administration and the judiciary, and the consistency and stability of the legislation, were 
to help strengthen social capital and develop entrepreneurship (Kancelaria Prezesa Rady 
Ministrów, 2013). 

The views represented by PO were influenced by the evaluation of the reality in the 
Third Republic of Poland, which emphasised negative phenomena that affected state 
capacity. Those included the arbitrariness of administrative decisions, corruption, 
politicisation of the public service, lack of civil servants' responsibility for the consequences 
of their poor decisions or negligence, and low social trust in public institutions The state 
crisis was to be tackled by directing the changes in administration towards increasing civil 
liberties and empowering citizens, rather than strengthening central political institutions 
(Platforma Obywatelska RP, 2006; Platforma Obywatelska RP, 2007b; Platforma 
Obywatelska RP, 2011). 

High state capacity meant "opening up to citizens." A high capacity state had four 
important characteristics which were to positively affect the citizen-state relations. These 
were helpful, friendly, participatory, and transparent. The helpful state was to support the 
development of social capital, ensuring the enforcement of civil rights and liberties, and 
citizen creativity and independence, while also respecting their privacy. The “network 
society” born this way was to contribute to the development of participatory democracy. 
The construction of the friendly state was to involve changing its modus operandi to more 
open, based on bilateral communication with citizens. Participatory meant easy access to 
knowledge and involvement in the exercise of power via social consultations and public 
debates. Finally, the transparent state was to “explain its decisions in a way that was clear 
and easy to understand for all citizens”, rather than just making them. All the proposed 
changes were designed to ensure civil liberties and local governments, in collaboration with 
government administration, deregulation, simplification, and qualitative improvement of 
legislation to make it more useful for citizens (Platforma Obywatelska RP, 2011). 

PO put special emphasis on two approaches to state management. The first was the idea 
of good governance. The outline of a good governance strategy was included in two key 
documents prepared by the Ministry of Regional Development and the Ministry of 
Administration and Digitisation after the PO-PSL coalition rose to power in 2007. It 
included specific measures for two areas, legal/institutional and civil, especially concerning 
the relations between the state and citizens. In the first area the priority was to decentralise 
the state and to have governance rely on cooperation between the government and local 
governments, NGOs, and various communities (business, scientific etc.) (Ministerstwo 
Rozwoju Regionalnego, 2007; Platforma Obywatelska RP, 2007a). In the second area, PO 
focused on regaining Poles' trust in state institutions. On the one hand, the party recognised 
the negative consequences of the lack of state administration's trust in citizens, which 
resulted in inconsistent new law. And on the other hand, citizens were found to have no 
trust in one another and in public institutions. The directions for action identified in 
government strategies were expected to improve the quality of social and civil skills among 
Poles (including an improvement in their ability to collaborate), increase social participation 
and cultural activity, and unlock their creative potential, understood as artistic abilities and 
technical skills (Platforma Obywatelska RP, 2005; Kancelaria Prezesa Rady Ministrów, 
2013). 

Another approach to state management was New Public Management (Platforma 
Obywatelska RP, 2007a). Its guiding principle was to give priority to the art of management 
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over the art of administration, and its goal was to achieve a high quality of delivered public 
services oriented towards the needs and expectations of citizens, who were treated as 
“administration clients” (Młodzik, 2015). This way, PO wanted to abandon the traditional 
(bureaucratic) public administration, based on the Weberian model (Marchewka-Bartko- 
wiak, 2014). However, PO was not able to implement this idea in practice. 

Similarly as for liberals, for social democrats a high state capacity was to serve 
especially citizens. According to social democrats, the power of a state, in terms of this 
capacity, was to be expressed as efficiency and help extended to its citizens, rather than as 
“being suspicious and controlling”. A state with a considerable political capacity was based 
on social trust. This considerable political capacity could be achieved mainly through 
political means, and especially state democratisation, respecting human rights, and free 
functioning of NGOs. Efficient functioning of state structures was predicated on the ability 
to gather and process information, uninterrupted decision-making, capability to respond in 
emergency situations, and a citizen-friendly attitude, which makes administrative matters 
easy to handle (Sojusz Lewicy Demokratycznej, 2011; Sojusz Lewicy Demokratycznej, 
2010). 

4. PEASANT THOUGHT  
 In the political thought of Polish Peasants' Party (Polskie Stronnictwo Ludowe, PSL) 
the starting point for the discussion on state capacity was assigning it the role of the key 
social institution, “the partner and ally of every citizen” (Polskie Stronnictwo Ludowe, 
2007). PSL's assessment of Poland's capacity included the fundamental problems of the 
Polish state. These included, in particular, poor efficiency of political institutions, especially 
in the economic domain, and a crisis of parliamentary government, which manifested itself 
in the lack of citizens' trust in the political class. In PSL politicians' view, this poor 
institutional capacity blocked the economy. The dominant view was that introducing  
a democratic system and establishing economic and political institutions was not enough 
for the institutional capacity of the state to drive development. An important addition were 
“clear rules of the game”, such as speed, efficiency, rule of law, and integrity. This would 
guarantee an environment that is conducive to citizen initiatives and aspirations, and ensures 
efficient management of public funds by competent public and local government 
institutions (Polskie Stronnictwo Ludowe, 2008). 

Peasant party members associated two things with state capacity. The first was efficient 
functioning of democratic state (across all levels of power). And the second was the 
involvement of local governments and citizens organised into social organisations and 
NGOs in decision-making processes. An efficient democratic state was considered 
prerequisite for defending and advancing Polish national interests in the face of 
globalisation and integration. And local governments was seen as “the school of efficiency 
and subjecting politics to the interests of local communities”.  This was to serve as the 
foundation for building a positive image of politics as an important social activity. Two 
types of action were proposed – eliminating “empty rhetoric and social engineering without 
an ideology”, and supporting civic participation and social involvement (Polskie 
Stronnictwo Ludowe, 2008). 

PSL considered the loss of social trust in the political class and the lack of agreement 
between parties on crucial raison d’etat matters as factors that made it difficult to take 
strategic action, make political decisions, carry out reforms, and bringing society round to 
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them. It was considered particularly dangerous for state's existence to putting current party 
interests above state ones, and preferring tactical over strategic action consistent with Polish 
raison d’etat (Kalinowski, 2003). 

Corruption, one of important social problems, was to be curbed by introducing the 
transparency of decision-making procedures, including in public procurement and 
privatisation agreements, and the obligation of high-ranking government officials to 
disclose their previous positions with public authorities or businesses. The goal behind these 
measures was to be the transparency of state institutions and tackling corruption (Polskie 
Stronnictwo Ludowe, 2004). These objectives were in opposition to political practices. In 
reality, PO-PSL coalition followed the policy of weakening the role of citizens by depriving 
them of any influence over governance. With a significant majority of society believing that 
Poland was less and less the state of the sovereign, and the means of sovereign expression, 
Platforma Obywatelska and Polskie Stronnictwo Ludowe lost in the 2015 election (Gazeta 
Wyborcza, 2012; Rzeczpospolita, 2013). 

5. NATIONALIST THOUGHT 
League of Polish Families (Liga Polskich Rodzin, LPR) also described state capacity as 

meaning efficient and effective state institutions (Dobrosz, 2007). State effectiveness was 
about being able to accomplish state's policies based on national interests, and relied on 
taking actions across three areas – assessment of reality, methodology of change, and 
implementation of decisions. What was important was to accurately evaluate the state in 
terms of its social and economic situation to identify any problems, to select methods and 
tools for addressing those, and to implement political decisions in an undisturbed manner.  

The starting point for the development of a good governance concept by LPR was the 
assumption that the state was only an instrument and that it was the property of the nation, 
and an expression of its will to exist and function within a common organisational structure. 
Therefore, a strong and effective state with a high political capacity corresponded to 
"efficient organisation of the nation", based on citizens' responsibility for the quality of state 
structures. It was not possible to "heal" Poland "without healing it at grassroots level". So, 
on the one hand, it was important to secure professional resources in the form of competent 
public service members, and on the other hand, efficiently enforce the law. Civil servants 
and regular citizens were to share "concern for the wellbeing of their homeland, public 
service, and lawmaking that generates consistent, logical, and society-serving regulations". 
In a strong state, citizens would universally trust political institutions (Dobrosz, 2004; 
Dobrosz, 2005; Giertych, 2008). 

Importantly, nationalistic state was to be a strong organisation "not to protect itself 
against citizens, but to protect its citizens against threats, such as internal (police) and 
external (army) banditry. We grant power to the state so that it protects our nation, our 
families, and each of us individually" (Giertych, 2005). Only a strong state, build on truth 
and justice, could gain social trust. Any devolutionary factors that could weaken the state 
and its structures, such as anti-state activities of the power elite, political parties, and 
international organisations, were opposed. 

It was argued, that the low capacity of the Third Republic of Poland was due to the poor 
condition of the elite, who were characterised by an anti-state mentality and lack of 
patriotism, who showed disrespect for ethics and morality, and treated power as a chance 
to get rich easily. In their behaviour, they flouted the principle of equality in the eyes of the 
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law and social justice. This criticism against the political elite also included the lack of 
intellectual qualities and skills necessary for serving major public functions, and reliance 
on external decision-making centres.  

6. CONCLUDING REMARKS 
The analysis of the expressions of contemporary Polish political thought from the 

perspective of state capacity and methods for governing public institutions leads to three 
conclusions.  

Firstly, politicians have recognised that attention to state capacity, meaning de facto its 
condition, is among the most important state interests. On the one hand, political capacity, 
defined as the effectiveness and power of institutions, efficient decision-making and 
implementation, determines state existence and development. But on the other hand, for 
state interests to be advanced, the state needs to be strong and have efficient executive 
instruments. What is equally important is the ability to define values, needs, interests, and 
goals underlying state policies and strategies. Whether a state can fulfil its fundamental 
functions actually decides its survival. Weak states (with low capacity) are more vulnerable 
to losing their primary attributes of sovereignty, weakening their institutional capacity, and 
becoming dependent on strong members of the international system. Consequently, it is 
crucial for state existence to improve state capacity across many areas. 

Secondly, in the political thought of contemporary political parties in Poland there was 
a consensus that government authorities had to constantly enhance state functioning so that 
the state could serve its purpose without let or hindrance. The factors that were most often 
cited as preventing the state from operating efficiently were poor political elite, corruption, 
politicians acting in party and individual interests rather than furthering raison d’etat, 
inefficient public administration, bureaucracy, social conflicts, mutual blocking of various 
decision-making centres, etc. 

Thirdly, there are three main approaches that emerge from the many political statements 
about state capacity. The first, traditional and state-centric, represented by PiS, assumes 
strengthening of state power at the expense of other decision-making centres (civil, local-
government, and international). State capacity is associated with building a strong state 
organisation, which is as powerful as its institutions.  Liberals, peasant party members, and 
social democrats, proponents of the second approach, argued that the primary beneficiaries 
of changes in governance were citizens. A strong state, with interconnected areas of 
competence, implemented at different levels of governance, including state, local-go- 
vernment, and community levels, was to serve citizens first. The third approach, 
characteristic of the nationalist political thought, associated state capacity with an efficient 
organisation of the nation. The efficacy of political power corresponded to the ability to 
accomplish the goals of state policy, which were based on national interests. 
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