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The Renegade Subjectivist:
José Bernardo’s Reference Bayesianism

Abstract:
This article motivates and discusses José Bernardo’s attempt to reconcile the subjective
Bayesian framework with a need for objective scientific inference, leading to a special
kind of objective Bayesianism, namely reference Bayesianism. We elucidate principal
ideas and foundational implications of Bernardo’s approach, with particular attention to
the classical problem of testing a precise null hypothesis against an unspecified alterna-
tive.

1. Introduction: A Stalemate Situation

The label ‘objective Bayesianism’ sounds almost self-contradictory. Bayesianism
is a paradigm of inductive inference based on subjective degrees of beliefs, and
seems to be anything but an objective form of inference. Therefore, objective
Bayesianism cannot mean to deny any subjective element in inductive inference:
rather, it aims at reconciling the subjective nature of Bayesianism with the aim
of scientific objectivity.

Among the many approaches that are devoted to this end (for discussion,
see Berger 2003; Mayo 2011), we focus on the reference Bayesian approach,
mainly developed by José Bernardo over the last 30 years. The goal of the ar-
ticle consists in identifying, in a non-technical manner, the main elements and
philosophical motivations of Bernardo’s approach, as well as potential points of
disagreement with subjective Bayesians and frequentists. We illustrate the im-
plications of the reference Bayesian approach in the classical problem of testing
a precise null hypothesis against an unspecified alternative.

In Bayesian inference, an agent’s degrees of belief in hypotheses and theories
conform to the axioms of probability. Beliefs are changed by Conditionalization,
according to Bayes’s theorem. In other words, Bayesianism is a theory of the
revision of degrees of belief: it represents learning from experience and making
inductive inferences as a rational belief updating process. The main require-
ments on that process are (1) that the function representing degrees of belief
satisfy the axiom of probability functions and (2) that incoming evidence change


