
Book Review 

 

Title: Predictably Irrational. 

Author: Dan Ariely. 

Publisher: Harper Collins Publishers. 

Reviewed by: Salman Ahmed Shaikh 

 

Predictably Irrational is a book by Dan Ariely published by Harper Collins Publishers. This 

book aims to show how apparent irrationality in behaviour can be explained. The book takes 

lively examples where humans act strangely and shows how such actions can be explained. 

Behavioral finance tries to explain anomalous behaviour caused by the psychological biases 

in human cognition and irregularities in human behavior. The field has identified various 

biases and behavioral irregularities that have been established in empirical studies and 

experimental research. Representative heuristic, herd behaviour, disposition effect, anchoring 

and loss aversion are important concepts which further enrich our understanding of human 

behaviour and choices.     

 

Nonetheless, the narrow confinement of behaviour within a restricted sense of self-interest 

does not enable us to explain pro-social choices and actions adequately. For understanding 

such behaviour, there is need for broadening the vision. This book attempts to explain some 

choices, actions and behaviours which apparently look irrational, but which are not if further 

explanation is pursued and contemplated. However, the limitation of mainstream economics 

framework is that it can only incorporate pro-social behaviour by widening the scope of self-

interest rather than undermining its impulse. Therefore, mainstream economics still remains 

neutral on ethical concerns and the call for affirmative actions. Humans are much more than 

utility maximizing machines. They are capable of using both material rationality and moral 

rationality to differentiate right from wrong and need reinforcement to adopt virtues 

influenced by an inner urge other than just material interests. 

 

Some studies suggest that preferences – which are taken exogenously in most mainstream 

economic models – are amenable to different social experiences, learnings and cultures. 

Indeed, if preferences are amenable and social behaviour is learned like other behaviours, 

then we ought to acknowledge this. This could help in cooperative pro-social campaigns; 

lasting and fruitful social partnerships; and strengthening of social capital that could 

potentially relax pressure from the public sector. In weakly governed countries, social 

networks assume roles typically provided by market-based financial intermediaries or the 

public sector. In economics education, acknowledging these differences, experiences, success 

stories and alternate visions of policy, broadens the perspective and enriches the solutions 

toolbox to meet sustainable development challenges which require strong mutual 

understanding and efforts of diverse cultures towards a common vision of future. 

 

Islam offers a worldview which not only satisfies the deep questions of philosophy about 

existence, but which also provides an integrated incentive mechanism to do good as an end in 

itself, rather than just because of self-interest, howsoever narrowly or widely defined. Now, 

what this discussion implies for Islamic economics. Islamic economics can admit micro 

foundations as a description of human behaviour in the economic way of life; however, the 

systems, institutions and policy-making offered by Islamic economics cannot take human 

behaviour as a rule, but only as a guide. Islamic economics cannot be just description of the 

animalistic pursuit of materialism.  

 



In mainstream economics, the important issues of equity, welfare and equitable distribution 

are at the periphery rather than at the center of curriculum and research. That is where; 

Islamic economics has something distinctive to offer. The mandate of Islamic economics will 

be to explain the economic merit of Islamic socio-economic institutions using experimental 

and observational data and by applying statistical and other suitable techniques to establish 

certain analytical hypotheses. 


