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Abstract 
Attaining socio-economic development in Nigeria seems a mirage and an 

unrealizable feat. Since attaining independence in 1960, Nigeria has implemented 

several policies and programmes, yet socio-economic development remains 

elusive. This constitutes the driving force upon which the paper philosophically 

exposes William James’ notion of truth vis-à-vis its implications for socio-

economic development in Nigeria. James begins his analysis of truth with the bold 

statement that truth is not a fixed property of an idea, but what happens to an idea. 

James asserts that what is true must be expedient in our way of thinking. Thus, 

truth denotes a quality whose worth is known by the effectiveness and outcomes 

it brings when applied in real life. The paper holds that Nigeria has not been able 

to achieve socio-economic development for lack of Jamesian understanding of 

truth in the several implemented policies and programmes of government. 

Therefore, it concludes that socio-economic development is achievable in Nigeria 

if and only if William James understanding of truth is replicated on socio policies 

with positive transformation in the lives and conditions of the citizenry as the 

result. 
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Introduction 

The quest for truth has been an age-long issue in philosophy; hence philosophers right 

from the Ancient down to the Contemporary period have sought to overcome this 

problem, justifying the above, Strickland (2013) articulates that philosophers over the years 

have consistently displayed an eagerness to know, hence the assertion that philosophy, as 
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carried out in the West, has generally been understood as the search for truth (knowledge). 

This search for truth (knowledge) propelled Thales to proclaim water as the basic 

underlying principle of the Universe, while Anaximander asserts “Indeterminate 

Boundless or Apeiron” as the foundation of reality, Anaximenes stipulates air, Democritus 

posited atoms and Pythagoras held on the numbers as the constitutive element of reality 

(Minimah, 2010:27). It is imperative to note that the philosophers of this era were interested 

in discovering truth as it relates to some aspects of reality.  

  

Similarly, the search for the truth continued in the medieval era where the Christian 

Fathers identified truth or knowledge with belief in God. Thus, it did not come as a 

surprise that the mission statement of the era was rooted on “credo ut intelligam” meaning 

“I believe in order that I may understand” (Minimah, 2010:37). In this wise, it can be 

affirmed that philosophers in this epoch were interested in uncovering truth concealed in 

the scriptures to enrich their knowledge of reality. A more sustained quest for truth was 

carried out in the Modern era ably championed by Rene Descartes. Descartes felt the need 

to discard all he had previously known so as to discover that truth (knowledge) which is 

indubitable, axiomatic and certain. The resultant effect in this quest is the discovery of the 

famous “cogito ergo sum” meaning “I think therefore I am” (Popkin and Stoll, 1993). John 

Locke followed this search for truth and came up with his concept of “tabula rasa” 

meaning “a blank slate”. The search led Berkeley to discover “esse est percipi”-“to be is to 

be perceived “. It led Immanuel Kant to formulate synthetic Apriori propositions and 

Hume to assert that it is possible for humans to possess impressions without a 

corresponding idea.  

  

In the contemporary era, a more synchronized and innovative approach to the question of 

truth was introduced. The coordinated search regarding truth led to the churning out of 

diverse theories of truth ranging from corresponding , coherence, redundant, pragmatic to 

list but a few. Here, the general notion that truth either copies a state of affairs or denotes 

the property of a fixed idea was upheld. However, with the appearance of William James, 

abstract and metaphysical theorizations regarding truth was jettisoned for a more practical 

and humanistic approach where truth is judged on the basis of its usefulness and workable 

consequences. James reiterates that past philosophers have wasted their energies on 

speculative theorizations having no beneficial effects on mankind. Thus, he disagreed with 

the general worldview that truth is a property of a fixed idea and held contrary tat “truth 

is what happens to an idea” (James, 1975). The import of James articulation is that truth 

must be applied to ameliorate social problems in the society. This view of Williams James 

raises pertinent questions such as: Can truth be applied to remedy the ills confronting man 
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in his socio-cultural milieu? Does truth possess satisfactory consequences? What is the 

implication of this stand-point form socio-economic development?  

  

It is against this backdrop that the paper takes on a philosophical exposition of William 

James’ notion of truth vis-à-vis its implication for socio-economic development in Nigeria. 

 

Elucidation of Terms 

It is vital that we undertake a clarification of term so as to promote a better understanding 

of the terms, specifically as used in the context of the paper.  

 

Truth: This is one concept in epistemology that has a multiplicity of definitions. Thus, there 

is no universally recognizable definition as each scholar clarifies the term from a distinctive 

perspective. For Blackburn (2020), truth is conceived as “the quality that propositions, 

assertions, belief, claims, sentences and statements possess when they agree with facts” 

(Blackburn, 2020:105). Truth, as dissected from the above, denotes the property that a 

statement, belief or proposition has to be classified as true. This property means that what 

is true must conform with existing fact. Thus, truth connotes saying that something is and 

it is actually the case. For instance, Lagos is big. The statement can only be accepted as 

truth when there is a fact to back it up by showing that Lagos is indeed big. Else, the  

assertion, is false. This definition propelled William (2019), to define truth as the affinity  

binding what is said and accepted to be true, which can take the form of a claim, statement, 

propositions, assertion, belief, principle and theory, and its corresponding fact (Williams, 

2019). This stance by Williams also buttresses view that “having facts or agreement with 

fact’ is the distinctive quality of admitting truth.   

 

Terrance (2018) proclaims truth to be the exact fact about a thing, object, event, situation, 

animal or human (Terrance, 2018). Smalling (2018) conceives truth as the personal property 

employed to denote and stress that something is true. In his view, the emphasis is to depict 

the fact which enables truth to be believed and approved as true by majority of persons. 

Hornby (2006) lend credence to Smalling by defining truth simply as true facts about a 

situation, place, circumstance, person and thing. He made it known that truth is not 

associated with anything that is invented for guessed, but connected with fact what is 

narrated or said and believed by most persons to be true. Philosophically speaking, truth 

refers to an idea, judgment, principle and proposition confirmed to be true by reason of 

being supported by fact in the external world.  
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Williams James Notion of Truth  

Williams James commences his inquiry on truth by disagreeing with notion that truth is a 

permanent property of an idea, instead, he argues that truth connotes what happens to an 

idea. In his view, “the true is the name of whatever proves itself to be good in the way of 

belief, and good, too, for definite assignable reasons” (James,1975). With this as his starting 

point, James (1975) echoes loudly that his pragmatism should not be construed as a novel 

philosophy, but one whose central concern is to make clear the meaning of truth for easy 

comprehension among scholars. A befitting elucidation concerning his position on truth is 

to be found in James’ affirmation that “the truth is only the expedient in our way of 

thinking, just as the right is only the expedient in our way of behaving (James, 1975). 

 

With the foregoing statement, James (1975) made it categorically clear that truth connotes 

a quality whose worth is known by the effectiveness it displays when it is applied in the 

real sense. Thus, it is not surprise to hear him reiterate the fact that truth is verifiable to the 

extent that thought and statements actually corresponds with real  things which are in turn 

verified by the observed results via application of an idea to actual practice. Thus, it 

becomes useful to reiterate that James’ theory of truth is an extension of his pragmatic 

method where he wholly identifies truth with the utility it possesses or what he commonly 

refers to as workability. For James (1975), “The word pragmatism has come to be used in 

a wider sense to denote a certain theory of truth” (James, 1975). In his analysis, James (1975) 

justifies truth as alterable and ever changing, that is, truth develops and mutates with the 

needs and desires of the individual. For him, truth is a salient property of some aspects of 

our beliefs. Thus, he explicates truth in connection with the experiences, activities and 

beliefs of individuals. James (1985) evolves his philosophy of truth from the Peirceian 

understanding of meaning. For emphasis, Peirce (2000) clarifies that the goal of 

pragmatism is to promote a flawless comprehension of concept and to decipher the 

connotation of a proposition or statement by its plausible concrete outcome. So, James 

(1975) turns Peirce’s philosophy of meaning into a philosophy of truth by explicating 

meaning in terms of advantageous and beneficial (cash-value) outcomes. On the contrary, 

Peirce (2000) emphasizes the functional consequences of a concept and general idea of an 

action i.e the idea of the general attribute in which the concept can feasibly transform a 

purposive action (Pierce, 2000). 

 

James (1995) searches for specific workable consequences and uncovers the meaning of a 

thought in specific experience. So, he articulates truth as applied and comparative to 

individual fulfillment or contentment. He specifies the germane processes or actions with 

respect to a belief or proposition and endeavours to validate an appropriate class of 

sensible consequences (James, 1985:51). For him, a belief is true if and only if it yields 
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sensibly satisfactory result in experience. Although, James (1975), to a reasonable extent 

adopts the application of Peirce ‘pragmatic maxim’ in his philosophy of truth, his 

conclusion differs considerably from that of Pierce. In distinguishing his truth philosophy 

from Pierce’s influence, James rechristened his brand pragmaticism. For James (1975), truth 

bears a significant link between the ideas of humans and their objects. He anchors his 

analysis of truth upon humans in terms of actual and possible experience. In his view, the 

concept of truth is meaningful if and only if it functions in a concrete situation in human 

experience. 

 

For emphasis, it must be known that the correspondence and coherence theories were the 

two fundamental truth philosophies holding sway during James’. However, James 

remained unimpressed with their postulations which he described as being “blurred, 

useless, uncommunicative and unproductive” (James, 1975). Throwing more light, Thayer 

(2006) reiterates that James is not interested with an abstract examination of truth, but was 

committed to demonstrating how true beliefs can be applied satisfactorily to usher a 

positive transformation in human life. Therefore, (2006) maintains that “James theory is 

not to be seen as competing with traditional account of truth since the queries of traditional 

philosophers and James’ are not identical” (Thayer, 2006). Thayer (2006) further showed 

the distinguishing hallmark between the two theories and James’ truth philosophy by 

articulating that “coherence and correspondence theories are connected with the formal 

definition of truth, while James is interested in their pragmatic and humanistic 

connotation” (Thayer, 2006:75). James (1985) scorns the notion of truth put forward by the 

above adumbrated philosophy of truth for their unclear, unproductive and abstract nature 

since its “underlying model of mental activity is passive, non-interested, and non-

evaluative” (James, 1975). 

 

Thus, he propounds an alternative philosophy of truth capable of producing satisfying and 

beneficial consequences for individuals when applied in the context of their socio-cultural 

milieu and its accompanying problems. This philosophy of James has attracted immense 

applause and commendation from scholars and his contemporaries for its humanistic and 

practical functions. Buttressing this fact, Sinclair (2020) avers that “the novel and deft 

treatment of truth in James’ pragmatism made him a colossus in the realm of 

epistemology… his contention that truth is apprehended by making recourse to the 

satisfying effects it has on ideas remains profound” (Sinclair, 2020), and this view, as 

portrayed by Sinclair, is seen by many scholars to be groundbreaking and ingenuous. 

Bauer (2020) also opines that “the insights from psychology empowered James to adduce 

a psychological brand of truth with deep-rooted significance for the human psyche which 

is still relevant and cherished today” (Bauer, 2020). He completes his evaluation of James 
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by concluding that his philosophy of truth has been greatly extolled and appreciated since 

it was presented as an inventive philosophical procedure for gauging the truth of beliefs 

and ideas founded on their applied consequences. Therefore, James (1975) succinctly 

exclaims that theory of correspondence, coherence or any theory of truth, need to be 

modified so as to fit into a feasible philosophy capable of making positive impact on 

human lives. 

 

Implication of William James’ Pragmatic Notion of Truth for Socio-Economic 

Development in Nigeria 

William James’ pragmatic notion of truth has great potentials for socio-economic 

development and good governance in the society. For purposes of clarity, socio-economic 

development is construed as social and economic programmes formulated and 

implemented by government to promote continuous improvement in the well-being and 

welfare of individuals. The fact that James’s conception of truth represents a practical 

instrument for socio-economic development has also been buttressed by Popkin and Stroll 

(1993) when they opine that “one can easily conceive of the appeal of pragmatism not only 

in America but also in other continents. Some of its success has been in the application of 

its philosophy to resolve certain social problems so as to facilitate socio-economic 

development” (Popkin and Stroll, 1993:269). 

  

In demonstrating the relevance of his pragmatic notion of truth as a veritable tool for 

advancing socio-economic development and good governance, James (1975) made it clear 

that truth is deemed useful if it generates satisfactory result necessary for bettering life, 

this means that James, what is referred to as truth is something that has the potentials of 

enabling individuals overcome problems they encounter in their day-to-day life. Truth 

must be able to all individuals influence the course of history positively and shape their 

lives. It is in the light of this that James (1975) introduced the concept of ‘cash-value’ to 

enable his audience comprehend the fact that truth must have beneficial consequences for 

human life. In third world countries, particularly Nigeria, poverty, unemployment, 

political corruption, insecurity and bad governance denote the hallmark of democratic 

leadership/governance which in turn has hindered citizens from achieving their potentials. 

Buttressing this scenario succinctly with specific reference to Nigeria, Egharevba and 

Chiazor (2012) posit that political malfeasance and bad leadership have destroyed the 

destiny and future of Nigeria such that “today, Nigeria is characterized by massive 

infrastructural decay as depicted in dilapidated roads, epileptic power supply, lack of 

access to portable water, poor health care services, poor sanitation, massive poverty, 

hunger, malnutrition and unemployment (Egharevba and Chiazor, 2012:4) 
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The above factors in the lens of Egharevba and Chiazor (2012) promote socio-economic 

underdevelopment; hence in showing how his pragmatic of truth can remedy the situation, 

James (1975) insists that his  pragmatic truth is couched in such a way that activities and 

policies are geared toward making a positive difference in the life of the citizens. The 

explication by James illustrates that the policies and programmes of government must be 

fashioned in such a way that it brings a remarkable difference in people’s lives otherwise; 

such policies and programmes are termed useless. Omoregbe (2000) also showed the 

relevance of James’ pragmatic understanding of faith as a practical framework for attaining 

socio-economic developments thus: 

 

For William James, what is true is what works in practice or is expedient 

in our way of thinking. So, when we say that an idea is true, we mean that 

it works in practice or that it will have beneficial effects if put in practice. 

If belief in an idea would bring about beneficial consequences in practice, 

then the idea is true. Thus, the meaning and truth of an idea, policy, 

programmes and theory depends on its cash-value-on its function and 

practical effects if it is accepted and acted upon. The cash-value of any 

idea, policy, programme and theory is the difference. It makes or the 

practice effects it has on one’s life… (Omoregbe, 2000:15) 

 

From the fore-going, truth has a functional value in that it must be see to foist a practical 

and beneficial consequence in the life of individuals. Therefore, socio-economic 

underdevelopment is overcome when the ideas, policies and programmes put in place by 

government and elected representatives are meant to cause a positive difference which 

must be seen to reflect in the lives of the individuals when implemented. 

  

On the basis of the above, it is very glaring that James’ pragmatic conception of truth 

galvanizes socio-economic development and good governance through its insistence that 

truth must possess the ability to bring about rapid improvement and be shown to work in 

practice to transform the lives of the people in such a way that it will be seen by everyone 

to be so. This also portrays truth to fulfill a practical function in the life of individuals. 

Socio-economic development entails that the well-being of the people experiences a boost 

and positive transformation so as to enable them attain their potentials in life. Thus, the 

nexus between James’ pragmatic truth and socio-economic development can be grasped 

in the fact that James’ showed truth to enhance the acceleration of positive values capable 

of improving the living standards and conditions of the citizens/individuals. Thus, it is in 

the light of this that the social investment programme of the Federal Government of 

Nigeria known as N-Power can be said to perform the function of truth as depicted by 



Port Harcourt Journal Of History & Diplomatic Studies    | www.phjhds.com Vol.8 N0. 2 June, 2021 

 

Résoudre La Contrainte D’emploi Et Fonction Des Pronoms Relatifs Chez Les Apprenants…    8 

James in that its workability has been seen to better the lives of unemployed graduates 

with the payment of thirty-thousand naira (30,000) monthly stipend. 

  

To be candid, the programme has made several unemployed persons to acquire skills 

necessary to better their lot and also shape their lives as well as influence the course of 

history positively. Commenting on the immense capability of the N-Power programme to 

reduce poverty, unemployment and crime in the society, Ajetunmobi (2017) avers that the 

social investment programme of the Federal Government has indeed impacted positively 

on the life of unemployed graduates who embraced it as a alternative white collar job. The 

N-Power programme, trader moni, survival funds and grants have been able to positively 

turn around the fortunes of several indigent Nigerians by making them indulge in 

lucrative ventures that expedient for realizing their potentials. Thus, the minister of Labour 

and Empowerment in Nigeria Chris Ngige (2020) maintains that N-Power programme 

remains a laudable policy initiative of the Buhari administration for providing over one 

million jobs for graduates and non-graduates in the N-Creative and N-Build categories 

with IPAD and Laptops to enhance their entrepreneurial skills (Ngige, 2020). A look at the 

War Against Discipline (WAI) policy of the Buhari-Idiagbon military regime is another 

commendable policy that led to massive maintenance of discipline by Nigerians wherever 

they found themselves. This also brings to light the fact that it re-echoes the workability of 

truth as espoused by James in that the WAI policy was looked at as the panacea to 

indiscipline in the Nigerian society and when it was applied in practice, it brought out the 

desired result of instilling discipline in the Nigerian populace. 

  

A viable socio-economic implication of William James pragmatic notion of truth can also 

be identified in the Government Enterprise and Empowerment Policy (GEEP) which has 

enabled traders to expand their businesses through interest free loans from the 

government. The loan which is known as ‘trader moni’ has helped several persons to 

establish small and medium scale enterprises. The link between this policy and James’ 

notion of truth is located in the cash-value ideology advocated by James in that the 

application of the GEEP policy has translated in bringing about satisfactory consequences 

in the life of those who acted on the policy via assessing of the loans and in the process 

attain socio-economic development through elimination of unemployment and poverty, 

twin indices of underdevelopment. 

  

James’ understanding of truth also has security implication which is a component of socio-

economic development. The security challenges in the country has reached an alarming 

level such that government seems to be greatly overwhelmed with the prevailing 

insecurity ravaging the North. In fact, insurgency in the form of terrorism, banditry, 
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herders/farmers clashes and the on-going massacre in Southern Kaduna calls for a more 

proactive and practical approach in stemming the tide. The relevance of the pragmatic 

truth advocated by William James can be gleaned by posing the question: what difference 

will it make in the life of the citizens if government employs a strategy that is practically 

seen to forestall senseless killings of innocent Nigerians? The obvious answer is that it will 

make a positive impact on the people and such an initiative would be greatly applauded 

for curbing insecurity which has led to the untimely death of millions of people and also 

negate their right to life. Highlighting the sordid and gory situation that insecurity has 

foisted in the Northern part of Nigeria with the urgent need for a practical solution, 

Mukailia aptly opine. 

 

Insecurity in Nigeria has exposed the weakness and inability of 

government and its security forces to drastically reduce the menace… the 

number of deaths and casualties remained unimaginable and 

unquantified. Insecurity has led to barbaric destruction of lives and 

property with over one million rendered homeless, scores and dozens 

maimed… the incessant killings in Adamawa, Benue, Borno, Kaduna, 

Katsina, Plateau, Yobe, Zamfara show abysmal failure on the part of 

government and secutiy agencies to safeguard lives and property of the 

citizens… (Mukaila). 

 

From the above, it is glaring that the strategies employed by the government and security 

agencies have not yielded the desired result, hence using James’ terminology, it can be said 

that such strategies possess no cash-value and produced unsatisfactory consequences for 

humans when it was implemented or acted upon. Therefore, a formidable and practicable 

strategy becomes necessary to curtail insecurity by reducing it to its barest minimum. The 

strategy ought to be applied by the security forces in its fight against insurgency so as to 

bring the insecurity in Nigeria under control. It is when this is effectively done and the 

killings abated that such a strategy is said to be true and workable. 

  

William James’ pragmatic notion of truth also has positive economic implications and 

Barbalet reiterates this point by asserting that “William James’ pragmatic truth has 

appeared in several leading journals to contribute significantly to economic theories” (14). 

He further maintains that the treatment of habit by James in his pragmatic method proved 

to be very insightful in comprehending individual level mechanisms crucial for sustain 

economic institutions. Giving a lucid coverage of the implication of James’ pragmatism for 

economic purposes, Barbalet posits 
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James’ pragmatic truth provides insight into the individual-level 

mechanisms that sustain institutions in the economy as well as in society 

overall, and also that this treatment and the general approach of which it 

is a part directly influenced pioneering statements of institutional 

economists… His discussion of the economizing capacity of habit to 

simplify the movements required to achieve a given result continues to be 

relevant to institutional and evolutionary economics (Barbalet 14) 

 

From the above, Barbalet articulates that James’ presented a profound and original 

treatment of habit in his Principles of Psychology which paved way for a better 

understanding of how vital economic institutions in any economy can be sustained. His 

in-depth analysis equally provided a leeway for achieving results capable of putting the 

economy on the front burner. Barbalet sums up by opining that James’s pragmatic truth 

has been hailed by renowned Economists for being the precursor to evolutionary and 

institutional economics in the world due to the profundity he expressed in analyzing habit.  

  

In addition, Barbalet equally proclaims that James’ economic psychology in the Will to 

Believe also portends positive economic implication. Demonstrating the importance of the 

pragmatic truth articulated by James for better economic implication, he reiterates: 

 

A theory of economic action can be added to the contribution of James’ 

notion of truth to economic theory… the relevance of the pragmatism to 

economic theory is gleaned with James’ discussion of innovation, decision 

making and choice, economic action, and self-interest, which together 

significantly augment the arguments concerning habit and its application 

to a theory of institutions… (Barbalet 14). 

 

Barbalet affirms that the value of habit in James’ pragmatic philosophy can be grasped in 

the role that he accords habit as the flywheel of society which provides regularity and 

predictability of human behavior with a view to ensuring stability of economic activities 

and operations in a given society. 

  

It has also been argued by scholars such as Law Mcanthony and Smalling Agoye that 

James’ pragmatic conception truth opens the flood-gate for Small and Medium Scale 

businesses to overcome factors that may necessarily stagnate their growth and expansion. 

Agoye buttresses the relevance of James’ pragmatic truth to SMEs by proclaiming that 

every business venture operates within an economic environment and are therefore 

susceptible to the changes that take place in the economic policies overtime. Thus, the 
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relevance of “James’ articulation of truth for economy of SMEs is gleaned in his emphasis 

that the application of truth must be seen to produce desirable and satisfactory results 

necessary for the survival for the business/economy” (Agoye 32). Agoye maintains that 

James uses his clear-cut analysis of truth to intimate businesses on how best to formulate 

and implement policies in order to improve sales, profitability and attainment of overall 

objectives. He further avers that the “practicality of James’ conception of truth for the 

economy of a country is rooted in his view that an idea is only true insofar as it has good 

effects when acted upon” (32). This shows that truth in the Jamesian approach consists in 

the use of fiscal and monetary tools by government to assist the government in attaining 

the objectives of the economy with a resultant effect on the overall well-being and 

improvement of the citizens when implementing the tools. 

  

James’ pragmatic truth, therefore, performs a genuine function in the economic life of a 

people by ensuring that every economic policies is gauged in line with positive mark it 

leaves in the lives of the citizens. Thus, if it is discovered that such policies are not beneficial 

to the people, particularly if it has adverse effects on them, then such policies are 

considered false and useless in the Jamesian lens. However, if such economic policies or 

initiatives are shown to cause a positive improvement in the people’s standard of living 

and to bring stability in the economy as well as economic institutions, then it becomes true 

and generally accepted by the people (citizens) to ideal for the economy as well as for the 

teeming generality. In a nut-shell, illustrious economists like Adam Smith (1976) 

summarized the vital contributions of James’ psychological vituperation about the self as 

self-seeking to satify the behavioural foundationof economic theory. In his words “James’ 

material-self helps provide empirical evidence to economic theory to understand the 

market behavours of individuals in preference to goods and services and how not to 

compromise their welfare in a market economy” (Smith, 1976). 

 

Conclusion 

William James philosophy of truth has been shown to possess beneficial and practical 

consequences of the society. James’ philosophy of truth emerges out of the inability of 

previous philosophies of truth to address challenges confronting man in his social 

environment. The abstract, vague, unproductive and uninformative nature of these 

theories propelled James to articulate his theory in which truth is not regarded as a fixed 

property of an idea. He views truth as satisfying and fulfilling a practical purpose. 

Therefore, the paper concludes that truth performs a genuine function in the socio-

economic life of people by ensuring that socio-economic policies are gauged in line with 

the positive mark it leaves in the lives of the citizens. 
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