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Abstract: The debate between ΛCDM and MOND is often cast in terms of 
competing gravitational theories. However, recent philosophical discussion 
suggests that the ΛCDM–MOND debate demonstrates the challenges of multiscale 
modeling in the context of cosmological scales. I extend this discussion and explore 
what happens when the debate is thought to be about modeling rather than about 
theory, offering a model-focused interpretation of the ΛCDM–MOND debate. This 
analysis shows how a model-focused interpretation of the debate provides a better 
understanding of challenges associated with extension to a different scale or 
domain, which are tied to commitments about explanatory fit. 

 
1. Introduction.  
 

The standard model of cosmology, the current received view within the cosmology and 
astrophysics community, is the Lambda Cold Dark Matter (ΛCDM) model. One of the most 
notable features of the ΛCDM model is the inclusion of dark matter—a previously unknown 
kind of matter that cannot be directly observed at any electromagnetic wavelength, and has only 
been detected via its gravitational interactions. According to the ΛCDM model, dark matter 
makes up 24% of the mass-energy content of the universe.1 While most astrophysicists accept 
the existence of dark matter, others criticize the ΛCDM model and its inclusion of dark matter, 
arguing that this is an example of the model’s overly flexible ability to accommodate a wide 
range of observations into the parameters. For some astrophysicists, dark matter is considered an 
unjustified ad hoc addition to ensure that the model fits with the empirical data. Some of these 
critics have proposed alternative models, which attempt to account for the same empirical data 
by revising the theory of gravity to a Modified Newtonian Dynamics (MOND), so that positing a 
new kind of matter is not required. However, the MOND approach is likewise viewed by some 
as unjustifiable. General relativity is a foundational pillar in the contemporary understanding of 

 
* Acknowledgements: I would like to thank various audiences for their valuable questions and comments 
on this paper during its history as a dissertation chapter and talk. In particular, I would like to thank Chris 
Smeenk for feedback on the ideas in this paper during their initial conception in my dissertation, and 
Lucas Dunlap and Angela Potochnik for their insightful feedback and detailed comments on versions of 
this paper. Lastly, I would also like to thank my two referees and SI editors for their incredibly helpful 
and valuable feedback. 
1 Dark energy—a relativistic energy density that carries negative pressure which drives the expansion of 
the universe at an accelerated rate—is another unusual feature of the model, accounting for another 72% 
of the mass-energy content. This leaves all ordinary, baryonic matter accounting for less than 5% of the 
universe. In this paper I will focus discussion on only dark matter.  
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the universe. Abandoning general relativity would require strong reasons. Therefore, most 
astrophysicists regard the adoption of modified Newtonian dynamics as unjustifiable. 
Nevertheless, advocates of MOND claim that their models are equivalent, or even superior in 
some respects to ΛCDM for describing structural dynamics in the universe (Milgrom 2009; 
McGaugh 2014). 
 

These two approaches to modeling structures in the universe include different elements in 
the models and differ fundamentally in terms of the theories on which they are based. Both 
models claim to fit the empirical observational data well, make adequate predictions, and even 
offer explanations. How should one understand this claim, that these two models, which differ in 
terms of their fundamental theoretical commitments, might both be evaluated as models having 
good fit? While the existence of multiple incompatible models of a phenomenon isn’t necessarily 
problematic, these cases involve the expectation of eventual adjudication between incompatible 
theories (Giere 2006; Massimi 2018). The case of ΛCDM and MOND is puzzling because it fits 
the pattern of multiple incompatible models, yet the differences do not trace back to different 
representational choices, but rather disagreement about theory. So how should this conflict be 
understood?  

 
On a theory-focused interpretation of the ΛCDM – MOND debate2, one option is to 

understand this as a simple fundamental disagreement—it is a mistake to evaluate MOND 
models as successful, given that it is not based on the current best theory of gravity. 
Alternatively, it could be regarded as a subjective choice between two options (López-Corredoira 
2014), or case of incommensurability between two paradigms (McGaugh 2014). A third option, 
given that both claim to account for the empirical data, is to understand the issue as indicative of 
possible underdetermination of the theory (Massimi & Peacock 2014). However, these analyses 
stem from a specific formulation of the question at issue: is there good evidential reason to think 
ΛCDM is the current best model (with general relativity as the best gravitational theory), and to 
believe in the entities it posits? This formulation, by focusing on the degree to which the 
evidence confirms each theory, seems to result in an argumentative stalemate, which may only 
be resolvable by obtaining additional observational evidence or through detection of a dark 
matter particle. 

 
2 In common practice, the use of the terms “model” and “theory” does not always respect the way they are 
defined in the philosophical literature. For example, a cosmologist might consider ΛCDM and MOND to 
be extended theories that are mistakenly called models—ΛCDM should be referred to and thought of as a 
theory for larger scale structure formation, not a model for large scale structure formation. Some of these 
varying expectations will be examined in the discussion to come, so at this point I simply would like to 
highlight the fact that these terms and conceptions of “model” and “theory” do not necessarily mean the 
same thing to all scientists, in all contexts. Furthermore, philosophically, the terms “model” and “theory” 
bring to bear their own varying philosophical commitments. As such one needs to pay attention to 
instances in which “model” or “theory” is used, and what these terms might commit one to—implicitly, 
explicitly, or accidentally.  

In this paper, I will introduce the concept of a “theory-focused interpretation”, in which a debate is 
understood as ultimately being about theory and prioritizes theory, theoretical commitments, and interpret 
success as tied to the theory. This will be contrasted with a model-focused interpretation, in which a 
debate is understood as being about models, and places the emphasis of analysis on the construction and 
use of models in science, and success is tied to the modeling practices.   
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More recently, Michela Massimi (2018) provides another alternative for making sense of 

the respective success claims of ΛCDM and MOND, proposing analysis of the debate in terms of 
multiscale modeling. She suggests that what is philosophically at stake in the ΛCDM – MOND 
debate is actually a manifestation of Robert Batterman’s (2013) “tyranny of scales”, and that the 
ΛCDM – MOND debate demonstrates the challenges of multiscale modeling in the context of 
cosmological scales. She advances the five claims regarding the nature of the ΛCDM – MOND 
debate, the first three3 of which are:  

1. ΛCDM and MOND, respectively, work best at a specific scale (large scale for ΛCDM, 
meso or galactic scale for MOND);  

2. Each model faces challenges when modelling across more than one scale. The ΛCDM 
faces problems going down from large scale structure formation to the meso scale of 
individual galaxies—she calls this the “downscaling problem”. MOND faces problems 
going up from the meso scale of individual galaxies to the large scale of clusters and 
structure formation—she calls this the “upscaling problem”.  

3. Philosophically, these problems are different in nature and different physical solutions to 
them have been given. The downscaling problem for ΛCDM is a problem about the 
explanatory power of ΛCDM for some recalcitrant phenomena at the meso scale of 
individual galaxies. The upscaling problem for MOND, by contrast, is a problem of 
consistency: how to consistently extend MOND at large scale where general relativity 
(GR) applies (and most of the large scale phenomena and even experimental techniques, 
such as gravitational lensing, rely on and presuppose the validity of GR).  

(Massimi, 2018, p.27)  
 
Massimi’s discussion of the ΛCDM–MOND debate in terms of multiscale modeling implicitly 
suggests another route worth exploring more explicitly: shifting the emphasis away from 
understanding the debate as being about theory but rather as a debate about modeling. In this 
paper, I explore the philosophical implications of the ΛCDM – MOND debate cast as a debate 
about modeling rather than theory. My hope is that this approach might lay bare some of the 
commitments tied up in each way of thinking about the debate, and ultimately provide new 
avenues for advancing the points of disagreement between ΛCDM and MOND.  

 
I begin by providing a brief background on the relationship between models and theories 

in philosophy of science and provide some conceptual tools from this philosophical literature 
(Section 2). This discussion will also serve to motivate a model-focused interpretation of the 
ΛCDM – MOND debate. By drawing on philosophical work on scientific models as the lens for 
analysis, in Section 3 I offer a model-focused interpretation of the ΛCDM – MOND debate, 
detailing how the ΛCDM and MOND models were originally constructed and justified. In 
Section 4, I turn to the philosophical implications. In light of this analysis of ΛCDM and MOND 
qua models4, similarly to Massimi, I argue that both models can be evaluated as having good fit, 

 
3 I will set aside Massimi’s fourth claim regarding hybrid models, but suspect my line of analysis will 
raise similar concerns detailed in her discussion. I will also set aside her fifth claim regarding what 
multiscale modeling in cosmology ought to do, as this claim merits a paper on its own.  
4 Again, some might consider ΛCDM and MOND to be extended theories mistakenly called models. 
Even if this is true, I propose to explore what happens if they are treated seriously as models.  
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but only when considering their fit within their original scale, or what I will refer to as domain of 
application. The apparent conflict between the two models arises due to extending both models 
past the domain in which they were originally intended to apply (meso to large scale for MOND, 
or large scale to meso for ΛCDM). Additionally, I suggest that there is a second, overlooked 
sense in which a model can be extended, in terms of the purpose (description, prediction, or 
explanation) for which the model is intended to serve or claim success. While I take Massimi’s 
first two claims to be accurate interpretations of the ΛCDM–MOND debate, her third claim 
provides an entry point into thinking through what might be at stake if the debate is thought 
through a model-focused vs theory-focused interpretation: explanatory power and capacity for 
consistent extensions of models verses theories.  

 
I argue that a model-focused interpretation (drawing on the concepts of the intended 

target system and the domain of application) offers the resources to formulate an alternative 
understanding to what is at issue: it is not a need for evidence for the theory per se, but rather 
evidence for claims about certain features of the model being part of the target system. A model-
focused interpretation centers the debate on whether a justifiable extension of a model has 
occurred. What goes underappreciated in Massimi’s analysis is that, in attempting to extend the 
model to new domains, there are commitments to the model accurately representing explanatory 
dependencies that exist in the target system. I argue that in this context, a justified extension of a 
model to a new domain requires confidence that the model is representing explanatory 
dependencies in the world. This is a kind of “explanatory fit” because, for a model to offer an 
explanation of a phenomenon, it must accurately represent the dependencies that exist in the real-
world system that are responsible for producing the phenomenon.5 I argue it is permissible to 
evaluate both the ΛCDM and MOND models as successful models, but only when considering 
their fit within their domain of application. Conflict arises when extending the models past their 
original domain. Justified extension of the model to a new domain requires a claim that a model 
has good explanatory fit, which includes a claim about the relations in the model capturing 
dependencies of the system. I conclude that in the specific context of ΛCDM and MOND, there 
is a need to be critical of attempts to extend models beyond their original domains, as the implicit 
reason that is given for their claim to being justified in their extension is connected to a 
commitment to the explanatory fit of the model.  
 
2. The Relationship Between Models and Theory 
 

There is an extensive and ongoing discussion within philosophy of science regarding the 
relationship between models and theories. For instance, the syntactic view of theories (Carnap 
1938; Hempel 1965) holds that a theory is a set of sentences in an axiomatized system of first-
order logic. A model, then, is a system of semantic rules that offer an interpretation of those 
sentences. Most philosophers have abandoned this account in favor of the semantic view of 
theories. On the semantic view, a theory is constituted of a family, or set, of models (van 
Fraassen 1980; Giere 1988; Suppe 1989; Suppes 2002). While there are different versions of the 
semantic view, they all see models as the central unit of scientific theorizing. The function of the 

 
5 “Explanatory dependencies” is used to stand in for whatever physical dependencies in the world feature 
in a good explanation, be they counterfactual dependencies (as Bokulich 2011 argues) or causal 
dependencies.  
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model is to represent part of the world. The scientific model is what represents the phenomena, 
features of the world, or the collection of data we obtain from observations. These are often 
treated as distinct types of models: theoretical models and data models.  
 

A third account for understanding the relationship between models and theories argues 
for understanding models as “autonomous agents”, relatively independent of theory, and 
functioning as “instruments of investigation” (Morgan & Morrison 1999, 10). A model is not 
something that is entailed by a theory. Rather, a model is a result of skilled construction on the 
part of the modeler, and through this construction it gains a partial independence or autonomy 
from theory. In a sense, “models mediate between theory and the world” (Morgan & Morrison 
1998, 242). On this “models-as-mediators” account, the role of a model in science is as a tool 
used in instances such as when theories are too complex to understand, or alternatively used in 
the development of a theory, or to complement a theory when the theory is incomplete.  
 

These accounts can be placed on a spectrum for understanding of the relationship 
between models and theories. The models-as-mediators account, which views models as 
autonomous, suggests a stronger separation between models and theory. The semantic view—
seeing theories as a family or collection of models—suggests little to no separation between 
models and theories, and thus a strong connection. Given the primary goal in this paper is to 
develop a model-focused interpretation of the ΛCDM—MOND debate, I will adopt a “strong” 
separation of model from theory and will base my model-focused interpretation on the models-
as-mediators account.6 My motivation for this choice is threefold. First, given my goal is to 
explore the philosophical implications of the ΛCDM—MOND debate cast as a debate about 
modeling rather than theory, adopting a stronger position of the relationship between models and 
theory will allow for this to be defined more sharply. Additionally, I think it may be possible for 
a semantic version of a model-focused interpretation to collapse into the theory-focused 
interpretation, given theories are considered to be families of models. Finally, I think the models-
as-mediators framework provides a compelling account of the actual modeling practices 
undertaken by the cosmologists in both the ΛCDM and MOND camps. This point will be 
developed in the discussion in Section 3.  
   

The models-as-mediators account of models draws attention to four basic elements: 
construction, representation, function, and how we learn from models (Morrison and Morgan, 
1999). With respect to model construction, while one could think of a model as being derived 
entirely from theory or entirely from data, Morrison and Morgan argue that when attention is 
paid to the practice of model construction, it typically involves both: partially from theory and 

 
6 There is also certainly space to develop a “weak” model-focused interpretation of the ΛCDM–MOND 
debate. On this “weak” model-focused interpretation, following a semantic view of model and theories, 
one might say models represent subsystems or use models to represent whole spacetimes. And indeed—
given that ΛCDM could be understood as a sub-branch of the Friedmann–Lemaître–Robertson–Walker 
(FLRW) models, which is a sub-branch of the Einstein’s Field Equations (EFE) equations (as will be 
discussed in section 3.1)—this could very well be viable approach. This approach may also focus on 
questions such as embeddability relations between models. I thank one of my reviewers for pressing me 
on this point. Such a semantic based weak account may also have variations similar to those discussed in 
Le Bihan (2012). However, developing both strong (models-as-mediators) and weak (semantic view) 
versions of a model-focused interpretation is outside of the scope and goals of my paper. 
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also from data. This is what gives model their partial independence, and allows them to mediate 
between theory and world. And while models can rely on theory in their construction, the end 
product, or model itself, can be assessed mostly independently of theoretical considerations. It is 
this autonomy that allows a model to function as a tool or instrument. A model's capacity to 
represent the world is also a necessary element: models typically represent either some aspect of 
the world, some aspect of theories, or both at once. The model captures details at a certain level 
of resolution of the world, or target system. A representational relationship is how a model works 
as an investigative instrument or tool, rather than a simple tool or purely an instrumental device. 
It is also a model’s representative power that allows it to also teach us something about the thing 
it represents.  

 
 Two additional concepts from the philosophical literature on scientific modeling to use 

in developing this model-focused interpretation of the debate are a model’s target system and 
purpose. To construct a model, one first identifies a target system. A target system is select parts 
of the real-world phenomena that are to be represented in the model.7 The decision about what 
constitutes the target system can be based on observations, a body of scientific evidence 
available, or even a more fine-grained set of data. A model represents target systems through 
various of approximations and idealizations. This is one of the challenges in using models in 
scientific reasoning; while models are intended to capture certain attributes, or features of the 
system, models are also partial and incomplete representations of their target systems as a result 
of such idealizations and approximations. Models can also serve a specific purpose or possibly a 
variety of purposes.8 The purpose is the reason for which the model is created or for which the 
model is used, such as to offer a description, prediction, or explanation. A model might aim to 
serve one purpose, such as offering a prediction of future states based on initial inputs. The same 
model might then also offer an explanation for those future states. However, just because a 
model might be evaluated as offering a good prediction, it may not necessarily be evaluated as 
offering a good explanation or having strong explanatory power. 
 

Some philosophers (such as Cartwright 1983, Giere 2006, and Weisberg 2012) argue that 
successful scientific models stand in a relation of similarity to their real-world target systems in 
the desired respects and to an implied degree of accuracy relative to the model’s purpose. Others, 
(such as Parker 2010) argue that successful models are evaluated as being adequate, or sufficient 
relative to a given purpose for which the model is used.9 Finally, models have a domain of 
application, a scale over which the model is intended to apply—such as over a particular time or 
distance scale. A model’s domain is also relevant in its evaluation. This conception of domain of 
application is similar to what Massimi and Batterman consider to be the “scales” of modeling—
one domain of application might be the micro-scale, another domain of application could be at 
the meso-scale.  
 
3. Model-focused Interpretation of the ΛCDM–MOND Debate 

 
7 For extended discussion of the concept of a target system, see Elliott-Graves (2020). 
8 The variety of purposes models can serve is an extensive and implicit discussion throughout much of the 
philosophical literature on scientific modeling. For work that takes up the topic of modeling purposes 
more explicitly, see for instance Giere 2006, Parker 2010 & 2020, and Jacquart 2016. 
9 I introduce similarity and adequacy understandings as two possible tools to draw upon in this discussion. 
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With this background discussion in place, I now turn to offering a model-focused 

interpretation of the ΛCDM–MOND debate, starting by detailing the construction of the ΛCDM 
model. By doing this, I highlight where theory enters, where data enters, and how modeling 
practices address representation and impact model function. This allows this section to serve 
both as development of a model-focused interpretation of ΛCDM–MOND debate, as well as 
providing general background set-up and context of the debate itself.  

 
The foundation of the ΛCDM model is the current best theory of gravity, general 

relativity. The important relations in general relativity are specified by Einstein’s field equations 
(EFE). Since gravity is expected to be the dominant force on large length scales, models of the 
evolution of the universe at this scale are based on general relativity. By providing conditions, or 
assumptions, for the global properties of the spacetime within general relativity, EFE can be 
applied to model the structure of our entire universe. The ΛCDM model is one exact solution to 
EFE.10 The parameterization of ΛCDM is based on empirical data, and includes the best 
estimates of the overall curvature (Ωk) of the universe, mass-energy density (Ωm), and other 
parameter values. In what follows, I will briefly highlight the idealizations and approximations 
made to obtain the ΛCDM model from EFE.11 These steps are important because they provide 
insight into the assumptions, idealizations, and approximations that go into developing a model 
in cosmology. 

 
Framed in terms used in the modeling literature, the target system for the model is the 

entire universe, but the domain over which the model is to apply involves only very large 
distance scales. The intended purpose of such a model is to provide a mathematical description 
of the evolution of the universe, and the growth of large-scale structures over extremely long 
periods of time. More specifically, the model primarily serves a predictive purpose, given a 
desire to make claims about the possible evolution, past and future states, of the universe. Not of 
concern is the inclusion of smaller features, such as stellar populations within galaxies; rather the 
model is restricted to regularities above the length scale of galaxies, but below that of the Hubble 
radius. Finally, having taken general relativity theory as the starting point, the model has 
assumed a specific explanation as the dynamics of the system, and from this, attempts to describe 
and predict the structure of the universe.  

 
In order to develop tractable mathematical models from EFE to describe the global 

characteristics of the entire universe, certain assumptions must be made. That is, justifiable 

 
10 In the cosmology literature, the FLRW models are referred to as a class of exact solutions (rather than 
class of models) to Einstein’s field equations specified by the FLRW metric. Any specification of 
parameter values, such as curvature (Ωk) and mass-energy density (Ωm), that is consistent with EFE is 
referred to as a solution to the model (Hamilton 2014). In the context of this paper and the model-focused 
interpretation being offered, the ΛCDM model is a parameterization of the perturbed FLRW models. The 
reader should understand the FLRW solution as a set of models; any specification of parameters yields a 
particular model, such as the ΛCDM model. For extended detail of the construction of ΛCDM model, see 
Hamilton (2014). 
11 Extended detail of the construction of ΛCDM model it outside of this paper’s scope. See Hamilton 
(2014). 
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idealizations or approximations of the target system according to the accepted understandings in 
astrophysics. Two critical assumptions are that the universe, on very large scales (i.e., > 100 
Mpc), is homogeneous and isotropic. These two idealizations are supported by a variety of 
observational data (Hamilton 2014, 71), and provide the large-scale smooth metric, the 
Friedmann–Lemaître–Robertson–Walker (FLRW) metric. It is also assumed that spacetime can 
be treated as a perfect fluid.12 The motion of points through this fluid is used to represent objects 
such as galaxies. By applying these idealizations and approximations to EFE, and taking into 
account symmetries in the equations, one obtains the FLRW class of models.13  

 
The FLRW models describe a universe with two unknowns; a global scale factor, a(t), for 

the universe, and the constant curvature of the universe. The scale factor is not directly 
observable, and its value must be determined indirectly from observations. Similarly for the 
curvature. Much of contemporary astrophysicists’ efforts aim to determine the values for these 
unknown parameters. That is, the work aims to determine features of the target system in effort 
to further refine the model used to represent the target system. From the observable part of the 
universe, observational data from various independent sources (such as WMAP, BOOMERanG 
and Planck) indicates that the curvature of the universe is almost perfectly flat. However, the 
global scale factor for the universe is more uncertain. A global scale factor is a function of time 
and represents the relative expansion of the universe. The differential equations for the scale 
factor a(t) depend on the content of the universe, which is parameterized by various 
cosmological parameters: Ωm, the average matter density (including baryonic and dark matter) 
that undergoes dilution with the scale factor; ΩΛ = Λ/3H2, where H=�̇�/a is the Hubble expansion 
rate, and Λ is the cosmological constant, a constant that does not dilute with the scale factor; and 
Ωk, the average curvature of the universe (Hamilton 2014). These parameters are related through 
Ωk = 1 – Ωm - ΩΛ. A negative value corresponds to an infinite hyperbolic universe, a positive 
value corresponds to a closed spherical universe, and zero is an infinite flat Euclidean universe. 

 
Since the goal of ΛCDM modeling is to describe the evolution of structure formation, it 

requires a slight alteration to the standard FLRW matter-density assumptions. FLRW has a 
uniform matter density. However, with a uniform distribution of matter, gravitational effects 
would be acting equally from all directions on all points. This is a uniform model that will not 
develop structure. In order to generate large-scale structure, ΛCDM needs to assume that there 
are random perturbations in the matter density distribution at very early times in the evolution of 
the universe. The regions with higher-than-average matter density will attract matter from 
surrounding lower-density regions, leading to a concentration of matter that will become the 
large-scale structure of the universe. This evolution is what is governed by the linearized field 
equations in this model. The use of these equations is justified because, on the scales, or domain, 
relevant for ΛCDM, gravity is weak, and spacetime metric is nearly flat. The standard Big Bang 
theory of cosmology does not give rise to the necessary density perturbations. ΛCDM requires 
matter density perturbations, which are inconsistent with the assumptions of the Big Bang 
theory. One common way to generate these inhomogeneities in the model is by including another 

 
12 This is the assumption that the stress-energy tensor is that of a perfect fluid. 
13 The class of FLRW models includes any model related to the FLRW models, including the perturbed 
FLRW models. 
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assumption about an inflationary period during the early universe to generate the density 
perturbations that allow for the formation of large-scale structures. 

 
Through obtaining observational data about the universe, astrophysicists have narrowed 

down the values for the cosmological parameters. The model with parameter values in agreement 
with those observations (aspects considered part of the target system) is the ΛCDM model of 
cosmology. The model’s name, ΛCDM, comes from the two features, dark energy and dark 
matter, which were added to the model in order to accommodate the observational data obtained 
about matter content and structure formation, and as such determine a certain range of 
permissible parameter values.  

 
The critical point to emphasize here is the essential priority placed on using general 

relativity as the foundational theory of gravity in constructing the model. As astrophysicists 
attempted to learn more about the universe, and determine appropriate model parameter values, 
they had to consider they might not have known everything about the constitution of target 
system. In order for the model based on general relativity to continue to fit with the observations, 
there may be new features about the universe, dark matter and dark energy, not previously 
known. Modelers introduced these new target system features as part of the model in order to 
preserve general relativity as the fundamental underlying theory, the dynamical considerations, 
in the model. While including a new feature of the target system was not seen as something 
problematic, the loss of general relativity would be.  
 
3.1 ΛCDM and the Macro-scale 
 
 As discussed, ΛCDM model works best for large scale structure. Since the ΛCDM model 
provides a mathematical description of the evolution of large-scale structure of the universe, 
computer simulations have been developed to aid in this visualization and understanding of said 
large-scale structure. For example, the Millennium Run I and II. With the parameter values in 
best agreement with observational evidence at the time, the Millennium Runs produced 
visualization of the ΛCDM large-scale structure description of the matter content of the universe 
from 13 Gyrs ago through to the present, as well as its future evolution. The Millennium II 
simulation used the ΛCDM model with parameter values in best agreement with observational 
evidence at the time: Ωtot = 1.0; Ωm = 0.25; Ωb = 0.045; ΩΛ = 0.75; h = 0.73; σ8 = 0.9; ns = 1, 
where h is the Hubble constant at redshift zero in units of 100 km s−1 Mpc−1, σ8 is the rms 
amplitude of linear mass fluctuations in 8 h−1 Mpc spheres at z = 0 and ns is the spectral index of 
the primordial power spectrum (Boylan-Kolchin et al 2009, 1151). Running the simulation 
involved following 21603 particles within a cubic simulation box of side length Lbox = 100 h−1 
Mpc. Each simulation particle has mass of 6.885 × 106 h−1 M⊙, and particles were allowed to 
have individual adaptive time steps. The goal in the simulation is to evolve these particles in 
accord with the ΛCDM parameter values and the linearized field equations, to represent the 
evolution of the regions of higher mass density (or “seeds”), in order to show how the ΛCDM 
model describes structure formation evolution over time (Boylan-Kolchin et al 2009). 
 

Ideally, one would compare this simulated structure to the actual large-scale structure of 
the universe. However, there is no observational access to large-scale structure, nor is it possible 
to do observations over the relevant timescales (13 billion years). Since large-scale structure 
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cannot be directly observed, indirect observations, such as those of smaller-scale structures, must 
suffice. Comparison of the simulation outputs to smaller-scale systems, such as galaxy 
distributions over shorter time scales (~1.5 billion years), was done to see if these structures are 
consistent with simulations.14 At these scales, the model was evaluated as being similar enough 
to actual observations, and assessed as being adequate for providing a description of evolution of 
the large-scale structures of the universe. In this sense, the ΛCDM model is considered an 
incredibly successful model, fitting well with empirical observations of large-scale structure 
formation. 
 
3.2 Extending ΛCDM (The Downscaling Problem) 

 
While the ΛCDM model was originally constructed to apply on a large-scale domain, it 

has been “extended” to different domains, such as the meso-scale structure of a single galaxy. 
For the meso-scale structure domain, the field equations can reduce to Newtonian dynamics by 
using both the weak-field approximation and the slow-motion approximation, which are 
considered justified approximations for single galaxies or clusters. This allows the ΛCDM model 
to be “extended” to model galaxy rotation structures.  

 
From a historical perspective, it should be noted that it was actually the single galaxy 

rotation curves and work by Vera Rubin in the 1930s that served as a line of evidence in favor of 
the inclusion of dark matter as a feature of the ΛCDM model. A galaxy rotation curve plots the 
orbital speeds of visible stars or gas in a galaxy against their radial distance from that galaxy's 
center. Initial observations of galaxies, however, did not match the expected curve. For the 
galaxies to rotate in the way the observations indicated, there must be significantly more mass in 
the galaxy than the mass we are able to see. Interpreted through a model-focused lens, dark 
matter was postulated as a feature of the target systems and added to the model. 

 
3.3 Development of MOND Galaxy Rotation Curve Model (The Upscaling Problem) 

 
MOND attempts to account for galaxy rotation without dark matter by modifying the 

underlying laws of physics. It suggests a modification to Newtonian dynamics such that a new 
effective gravitational force law applies at extremely low acceleration scales (a0 ~ 10-10 m/s2). 
By modifying the underlying physics, they provide a model for galaxy rotation that not only does 
not posit dark matter as part of the target system, but also matches the observed data with a 
higher degree of accuracy than the extended ΛCDM model (McGaugh 2014; Milgrom 2009).15 
The ΛCDM-based galaxy rotation model can be said to fit the rotation curves, in that it generally 
gets the curve shape correct. However, if one wanted the model that, with the smallest amount of 
deviation and fits the data, one must say that MOND is the better model. The MOND model 

 
14 For a nice visual of what this looks like, consult Springel et al. 2006, 1138. Structural comparison from 
observational surveys of CfA2 ‘Great Wall’ (blue north and west quadrants) to the Millennium Run 
simulations (red east and south quadrants), with matching survey geometries and magnitude limits. 
15 See (McGaugh (from Milgrom) 2009) for an illustration of this rotation curve. The measured rotation 
curve of the galaxy NGC1560 shown by the data points. Newtonian curve based on the measured mass 
distribution (in blue), MOND (in green), and Newtonian + dark matter halo of the type predicted by CDM 
simulations (in red).  
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provides rotation curves of galaxies with higher degree of accuracy to the real observations than 
ΛCDM, and is thus a better fitting model.16  
 

If evaluated only for the ability to describe and predict galaxy rotation curves, then 
MOND model proponents are permitted their success claims. The key point however is that the 
proponents of MOND also want to serve the purpose of offering an explanatory model, in that 
the explanation for these data points is modified Newtonian dynamics and not general relativity. 
MOND “explains almost all aspects of the mass discrepancies in galactic systems with no need 
to invoke dark matter. This is what MOND claims to achieve” (Milgrom 2009, 5). Like ΛCDM, 
MOND proponents consider their model for galaxy rotation to be heavily based on theory, and 
thus believe that their models are actually capturing dynamical dependencies in the target 
system. Therefore, MOND proponents have attempted to extend its domain to large-scale 
structure formation. The MOND-based models for large scale structure also achieve similar 
structures as are observed, but in MOND the structures develop too soon (McGaugh 2014, 13). 
What astrophysicists consider to be the current structure (z=0 in ΛCDM) occurs in MOND at 
z=3. This is what leads some astrophysicists to consider the MOND-based model of structure 
formation not to fit with our observational data-based claims of the large-scale structures 
(McGaugh 2014; Dodelson 2011). Therefore a MOND model, on the large-scale, is not 
considered to fit well with the data, whereas the ΛCDM model does. 

 
4. Philosophical Implications 
 

I have just offered a model-focused interpretation of the ΛCDM–MOND debate. I now 
turn to the philosophical implications of this analysis. The first relates to a key conceptual 
difference between a model-focused and theory-focused interpretation of the debate. The second 
relates to explanation and justified extensions of models to new domains of application. The 
third puts this discussion in dialogue with Massimi’s multi-scale modeling analysis, drawing out 
the implications for the broader discussion of what is philosophically at stake in this debate.  

 
4.1 Conceptual difference between the model-focused and theory-focused interpretation 

 
Models can differ in terms of their theoretical commitments, simply because different 

scales and different systems may need different theoretical treatments. Therefore, different 
models might be used for different purposes or for different phenomena at different scales. While 
a modeling-focused interpretation would not necessarily find this troublesome (depending on the 
purpose the model was intended to serve), a theory-focused interpretation would. A theory-
focused interpretation of the ΛCDM – MOND debate is akin to what Batterman describes as a 
reductionist view, “whatever the fundamental theory is at the smallest, basic scale, it will be 
sufficient in principle to tell us about the behavior of the system at all scales” (2013, p.256-257). 
This is to say, the theory-focused interpretation of the debate will prioritize theoretical 
commitments and interpret success as tied to the theory.  
 

 
16 See Begeman et al. 1991, Sellwood & McGaugh 2005, and Famaey & McGaugh 2012 for comparisons 
of MOND and ΛCDM with respect to rotation curves. 
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On the theory-focused interpretation, when ΛCDM is extended from the large scale 
structure down to galaxies, it is not merely the ΛCDM model being extended, but rather an 
assumption about the relationship between general relativity theory for large scales with 
appropriate assumptions about approximating Newtonian gravity (with an assumption about dark 
matter) on smaller scales. This is not an extension of ΛCDM model, but rather a new model from 
the general GR theoretical framework that posits dark matter’s existence. Similarly, the MOND 
model of galaxies cannot simply be extended to the whole universe. On the theory-focused 
interpretation, to consistently extend MOND to large scale structure formation would entail 
taking MOND as the background theory, and developing a new, and most importantly, different 
model. This is not extension of MOND as a model to a new domain or scale, but rather 
development of a new model based on MOND as the background theory. What is extended to 
this new scale (or domain of application) is only the theory. In developing this new MOND-
based model, other modeling choices will need to be made, such as initial conditions similar to 
ΛCDM (with only luminous matter).17 For these reasons, through a theory-focused 
interpretation, ΛCDM cannot simply be extended to the meso-scale, and MOND models cannot 
be extended to the Universe. Ultimately, the debate is between modified Newtonian dynamics 
and general relativity, not between MOND and ΛCDM; ΛCDM is simply one very specific 
parameterization of GR theory. Through the theory-focused lens, the upscaling problem of 
MOND is not about extending MOND to large scale where general relatively applies, because 
that is not the goal of MOND—the goal is replacing general relativity on all scales. 

 
4.2 Explanation and Justified Extension of Models.   
 

This brings me to my second, more substantial claim that emerges from interpreting the 
debate through a model-focused lens related to explanations in the context of modeling. 
According to Bokulich (2011), the conditions under which it is reasonable to take models to be 
genuinely explanatory are (1) the explanans must make essential reference to a scientific model, 
and that scientific model involves a certain degree of idealization and/or fictionalization; (2) the 
model explains the explanandum by showing how the elements of the model correctly capture 
the patterns of counterfactual dependence of the target system; (3) there must be a “justificatory 
step”, in which we specify what the domain of applicability of the model is and show that the 
phenomenon in the real world to be explained falls within that domain. 

 
The component of this account most relevant to my argument is the third condition. 

Bokulich takes the “justificatory step” as specifying the model’s domain of applicability. This 
step is intended to “draw explicit attention to the detailed empirical or theoretical process of 
demonstrating the domain of applicability of the model. In other words, it involves showing that 
it is a good model, able to adequately capture the relevant features of the world” (Bokulich 2011, 
39). She thinks justification for the model’s domain of applicability can proceed in two ways. 
The justification can proceed “top-down” from theory, in which an overarching theory specifies 
“where and to what extent the model can be trusted to be an adequate representation of the 
world” (Bokulich 2011, 30). However much more commonly, it proceeds “bottom-up”, through 
various empirical investigations. The main result of this step is to distinguish between models 

 
17 I would like to thank an anonymous referee for their comments on an earlier version of this paper, 
which lead me to further develop the idea that this debate is about theory versus modeling.  
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that are genuinely explanatory and models that are merely phenomenological (Bokulich 2011, 
39-40).  

 
In the case of both MOND and ΛCDM, it seems the justification has proceeded rather 

“top-down” from theory (namely, the gravitational theories). In the context of the ΛCDM model, 
since highly confirmed fundamental physical theories (like general relativity) are taken to apply 
everywhere in the universe, then it is natural to think a model that relies strongly on a theory 
would be universally applicable on all scales.18 Likewise, when a model is constructed such that 
it includes a strong theoretical component, like a gravitational theory accounting for the dynamic 
nature of spacetime, then the model is evaluated as providing an explanation. For these reasons, 
it is quite natural to want to extend the model to other domains. A similar line of reasoning 
applies to the entities posited. In the case of ΛCDM, this involves accepting dark matter as a 
feature or attribute in the real-world target system, and thus needing to be represented in the 
model. If a model contains explanatory mechanisms that are considered not only to be 
fundamental to the construction of the model, but an actual part of the target system, then the 
model should have explanatory extendibility to other domains. Not only are these models being 
viewed as explanatory in their original domain of construction and applicability, but they are 
considered to have justified extension of their domain of applicability. 

 
However, there is a second point to be made here that this model-focused interpretation 

brings into focus: there are two senses in which a model can be extended. The first is extension 
to different scales or domains, from large scale to meso or galactic scale. The second is extension 
in terms of the purpose for which the model is intended to serve or claim success—that is, 
effectively accounting for phenomena verses offering good predictions verses offering an 
explanation. 

 
In the case of ΛCDM and MOND, each of these models in its original intended domain 

of application (meso for MOND, large-scale for ΛCDM) is successful with respect to its 
originally intended purpose, a descriptive and predictive purpose. By focusing on the model’s 
purposes, this analysis can illuminate this complexity. Construction of a model is made relative 
to a certain domain, and a certain purpose. A model’s good fit or success can then be later 
assessed relative to different purposes. However, a model evaluated as a good fit for a predictive 
purpose does not necessarily mean it fits well for all purposes (such as for the purpose of 
offering an explanation). Furthermore, these two senses in which a model can be extended can 
also be paired together: a model is constructed with a certain purpose, as well as certain domain 
of application in mind. For instance, the MOND galaxy rotation curve model was originally 
constructed in order to offer descriptions and predictions of galaxy rotation on a specific scale 
size of single galaxies. A model evaluated as being a successful model for a certain domain does 
not necessarily mean it will be evaluated as a good fit when extended to a different domain—this 
can mean either the move from offering predictions at the meso scale to predictions at the large-
scale scale, or the move from offering predictions at the meso scale to offering explanations at 
the meso scale.  
 

 
18 That is, unless there is some specific assumption makes it ill-suited for a particular scale.  
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This analysis suggests a further way to dissect the challenges the models are facing: the 
models may not be justified in their extension not only to a new scale domain, but also the 
extension from predictions to explanations in their originally constructed scale domain. This 
implicit assessment of the models as explanatory is perhaps a result of the role of theory. What is 
important in the case of MOND and ΛCDM is that, given the significant role of theory in the 
construction of these models, there is some embedded, implicit commitment to its explanatory 
success. What the extension of the models to their new scale domain shows is that if the model 
did accurately represent the correct dependencies, then the extension to the new scale domain 
should not have been so problematic. These challenges related to extension should indicate that 
the assessment of these models as explanatorily successful in their original domains is somewhat 
more complicated and may involve domain-relative elements. This analysis also illuminates 
another point. While it may be relatively straightforward to see if a model’s predictions or 
descriptions extend beyond the original domain, that there is perhaps something privileged 
connected to models offering explanations, and in extending explanation specifically to new 
domains.  

 
Justification for extending a model’s domain and for making inferences from claims 

about a model to the world requires strong commitments to explanatory dependences and their 
representation in the model. When extending a model outside of the domain, attention needs to 
be paid as to why one thinks that is appropriate. Extending the model requires strong 
commitments to the explanatory dependences and their representation in the model. And this 
occurs most frequently when a model has good explanatory fit. In general, when a model is 
constructed such that it includes a strong theoretical component, then it is very likely that the 
model will be evaluated as having good explanatory fit. Since fundamental physical theories are 
to apply at all times and to all scales, then a model closely based on them should also apply at all 
times and all scales.19  

 
In the case of this debate, both ΛCDM and MOND were constructed to be predictive and 

descriptive in their original scale domains. The implicit assessment of also being explanatorily 
successful is where the problem for extension to a new scale domain originates. This explanatory 
success requires an accurate representation of the dependency relations in the target system they 
aim to model.20 But in both of these cases, the failure of extendibility to another scale shows that 
the dependences represented in each model have scale-dependent features, which mean they are 
not explanatorily generalizable to other scales. This failure to extend in turn casts doubt as to 
whether ΛCDM and MOND should be thought to be explanatory even within their original scale 
domain. Nonetheless, they are both successful with respect to their original purpose within their 
original domain.  
 

 
19 I also suspect that a theory-focused interpretation of the debate may align with an ontic conception of 
explanation (according to which explanations are full-bodied things in the world), while a model-focused 
interpretation may align with what Bokulich (2018) calls an “eikonic conception” (according to which 
explanations are the product of an epistemic activity involving representations of the phenomena to be 
explained). However, exploration of this is outside of the scope of the goals of this paper.  
20 I thank a reviewer for pressing me to make this commitment of accurate representation of dependency relations 
more explicit.   
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This is the sense in which both models can be evaluated as successful, yet be based on 
fundamentally different physical theories. While both ΛCDM and MOND are good predictive 
and descriptive models each is less successful as an explanatory model. The original purpose for 
each model was descriptive and predictive, and so they did not require accurate representation of 
the system’s explanatory dependencies. However, each model’s extension involved a wider 
domain, and so requires these features to be present. This means there is a way to understand 
models as not in conflict when applied and confined in their original intended domains. It is only 
when they are taken to be assessed as good explanatory models, and when those explanations are 
used to make inferential claims about the actual world that they come into conflict. Given their 
assumptions about what features might constitute the target system, both can offer candidate 
how-possibly explanations. But what is interesting in cases from astrophysics such as this is the 
extreme uncertainty about what constitutes a given target system. A consequence of having 
uncertainty with respect to what is in the target system is that there is some uncertainty with 
respect to our assessment of how confident we can be in thinking our model is similar in the right 
ways to the world.  

 
A claim that a model has good explanatory fit means that the model is offering an 

adequate explanation, but also that the model represents the proper dependencies to generate that 
explanation. If the model is a good explanatory fit, then it should be the case that the model has 
features that represent actual explanatory dependencies in the target system. The relations 
established in the model should also be there when the model is extended; the model still 
accurately represents the relevant features of the target system. This is why it is considered 
justified to extend a good explanatory model beyond its original domain of application. 
Justifying the extension of a model to a new domain beyond the one it was originally constructed 
for requires assessing uncertainty in the target system and commitment to the claim that a model 
has good explanatory fit, which includes a claim about the relations in the model capturing actual 
dependencies of the system. This suggests that a model with a strong theoretical component will 
likely be successful at making predictions. Even if the model was constructed with a descriptive 
purpose in mind, it will allow one to make claims about future and past states of the system. 
While a fundamental theory is meant to apply in any domain, it likely will not be universally 
useful. Approximations and idealizations are made when constructing a model for a domain that 
differs from the standard domain of the theory. These approximations and idealizations may 
build in a domain dependence for the model that may not exist for the theory itself.  What this 
also demonstrates is the consequences of taking ΛCDM seriously as a model rather than 
extension of theory.   

 
By approaching the debate this way, one can see that when one thinks of a model as 

having good explanatory fit, it is because of the way the representational relation is accounted for 
in the model. It is endorsing the idea that the dynamics in the model represent explanatory 
relations. If one thinks they have a model with good explanatory fit, what they think they have is 
a model that has good similarity to the target system, and to the real dynamical or counterfactual 
dependencies that exist in the world. Models with good explanatory fit make very strong 
commitments to what there is in the world, and this is the reason why it is natural to think they 
can be extended to new domains. A model that accurately captures explanatory dependencies in 
one domain will likely apply at other domains because the dependencies are actually present in 
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the target system. As such, one can generate new models based on having a good explanatory 
understanding of a phenomenon.  

 
This cannot necessarily be done with a model that offers only good predictions. One 

might construct a model that ends up always predicting future states of the system correctly, but 
nonetheless the modeler may not be able to say why it is those predictions and not others. Thus, 
when the model is extended to a new domain, a predictive model may still offer adequate 
predictions, but may not be able to say why the model’s predictions still hold. Explanatory 
models commit to more, namely, to the existence of these relations. Where the ΛCDM and 
MOND models run into trouble is when they attempt to move beyond their original domains, and 
attempt to extend their claims about the model’s explanatory adequacy. Both are adequate for 
prediction and description in their original domains. But what they disagree about is what they 
are committed to existing in the target system. That is to say, they disagree about the dynamical 
relations and features of the system that are causing the system to behave in a certain way. 

 
Even though neither the MOND or ΛCDM model was explicitly developed with the 

purpose of explanation in mind, they both have come to be regarded as offering explanations in 
their respective domain of applicability. This is perhaps why cosmologists have considered it 
justifiable to extending them to other domains. However, each model fails to correctly predict in 
the extension to the new domain. This shows that there must be some problematic 
representational dependences of the original target system in the original domain and for the 
purpose for which it was originally constructed.  

 
The reader might notice that I have not attempted to adjudicate which model, ΛCDM or 

MOND, is right or wrong. Focusing on this verdict misses the more subtle point I wish to make 
regarding how one might more productively go about making that assessment. To make that kind 
of assessment one must acknowledge that it also requires making at least some choices about 
what the modeler wants to represent in the model, some of which may be scale relative, and only 
apply in a particular domain. These representational choices might be simply related to the scale, 
but it might also be related to the construction of the model for some original purpose (for 
example, providing predictions). Therefore, the fact that the ΛCDM or MOND models are not 
successfully extendable means that either they are not successfully providing the complete 
explanation in their original domain, or are not completely representing the causal dependences 
in their original scales.  

 
The model-focused interpretation also provides further nuance to understanding the failure of 
extendibility. The failure of ΛCDM and MOND to be extended to the new domains could in part 
be tied to the gravitational theory used. But there may be more to it than theory. The failure to 
extend is possibly the result from idealizations and approximations made during the construction 
of the model, or assumptions made about the real-world target system. This demonstrates the 
need to be able think there is a separation between models and theories. This is what permits 
proponents of GR to make sense of ΛCDM even though there is this “failure” to extend. The 
most likely juncture for the introduction of this issue is in the introduction of idealizations or 
approximations in the construction of the model. The final question then, is whether models that 
contain idealizations can give good explanations, even in their original domain. And the answer 
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should be yes.21 But it is the assumptions that are made when introducing idealizations or 
approximations that are scale relative. The modeler is making idealizations, they very well may 
be idealizing away some of the real true dependences, but nonetheless the models can still offer 
good explanations. What is important is that the explanation has scale relativity, which comes 
from the idealizations, and so it may only preserve a good explanation at a particular scale—so 
when idealizations are made that eliminate some of the causal dependencies, this is where the 
domain relativeness comes from.  
 
4.3 Implications for Massimi’s Analysis. 

 
Finally, I would like to return to Massimi’s claims regarding what is philosophically at 

stake in the ΛCDM–MOND debate. Similar to Massimi, my analysis of the ΛCDM–MOND 
debate through a model-focused lens highlights that ΛCDM and MOND, respectively, work best 
at a specific scale (large scale for ΛCDM, meso or galactic scale for MOND). Each model faces 
challenges when modelling across more than one scale. The ΛCDM faces problems going down 
from large scale structure formation to the meso scale of individual galaxies—she calls this the 
“downscaling problem”. MOND faces problems going up from the meso scale of individual 
galaxies to the large scale of clusters and structure formation—she calls this the “upscaling 
problem”.  
 

With respect to Massimi’s first two claims: in a model-focused interpretation, her first 
claim is not contentious. ΛCDM is the best existing model for large scale, and MOND models 
are best for the meso-galactic scale of individual galaxies. This is because the model’s success 
can be defined or understood as serving a specific purpose of modeling well at these scales. On a 
model-focused interpretation, there is nothing problematic or puzzling about a model having a 
specific domain of applicability. And so her second claim, on a model-focused conception, is 
likewise as unproblematic. Each model faces challenges when the model is extended to a new 
domain of application, what she calls modelling across more than one scale. The ΛCDM model 
extension from large-scale structures to meso-scale individual galaxies faces a downscaling 
problem. MOND model extension faces an upscaling problem when extended from meso-scales 
of individual galaxies to large-scale structure.  
 

Her third claim however, states that philosophically, the downscaling problem and 
upscaling problem are different in nature. The downscaling problem for ΛCDM is a problem 
about the explanatory power of ΛCDM. The upscaling problem for MOND is a problem of 
consistency: “how to consistently extend MOND to large scale where general relativity (GR) 
applies (and most of the larger scale phenomena and even experimental techniques, such as 
gravitational lensing, rely on and presuppose the validity of GR)”. I have argued that the 
upscaling and downscaling problem are not different in nature. Rather, both are about the 
explanatory power of the models, and their ability to extend their explanations to their different 
scales. And, they are both about consistency with respect to consistently extending the 
explanations embedded in them.  
 

 
21 This is in fact the original target of Bokulich’s account of explanation I have drawn on in this paper. She provides 
an account for how models, even if they include fictitious entities or behaviors, can still be regarded as explanatory. 



 18 

5. Conclusion 
 

I have provided an account for how ΛCDM and MOND models can both be understood 
as highly successful and through this model-focused interpretation, a different way to make sense 
of such success claims. ΛCDM fits well with respect to describing and predicting the large-scale 
structure of the universe. However, in order to maintain general relativity as its fundamental 
explanatory basis, it has to include a stipulation that dark matter is a feature of the target system. 
MOND fits well for describing and predicting the meso-scale structure of single galaxy rotations. 
However, in order to provide this accurate description, general relativity as the underlying theory 
is abandoned in favor of modified Newtonian dynamics. Both can be evaluated as successful, 
even if based on fundamentally different theories. Within their original domains, the models are 
successful in offering accurate description and predictions that fit with observations. The key in 
making sense of the conflict lies in the ability to identify the third dimension on which we can 
assess a model’s fit: explanation. This third aspect of evaluation allows one to separate out the 
issue that each model includes what might be potentially problematic explanatory structures. 
 

I hope this model-focused interpretation of the ΛCDM–MOND debate lays bare some 
commitments that might shed light on other dimensions to the debate. In particular, one should 
pay careful attention to which of these conceptions—model-based or theory-based—are the 
terms in which they are thinking of the debate. Additionally, that a source of conflict is that 
models evaluated as having high explanatory fit make the most commitments to features in the 
target system (this is why it is natural to think they can be extended to new domains). The puzzle 
stems from failing to recognize the implicit commitments embedded when extending the model 
to a new domain. Approaching the debate this way puts the focus back where I think it properly 
belongs: re-examining the construction of the model, its original intended purpose, and what was 
considered to be the important features in the target system that the model should capture. 
ΛCDM has, as far as our current knowledge of our target system goes, the stronger 
representational relation because the dynamics in the model for gravitational attraction in the 
model comes from our current best theory. The questionable attributes that it includes (namely, 
dark matter and dark energy) are not theoretically problematic according to general relativity. 
What may be needed is not evidence for the theory per se, but rather evidence for claims about 
certain features, attributes or mechanism, of the model being part of the target system.  
 

My goal in this paper was not to make the stronger claim about which of these models is 
the right or wrong model. I instead want to draw attention to the need for more careful 
consideration and analysis of the extension of models beyond their original domains. When one 
extends a model to a new domain, there are explanatory commitments at play, and the reasoning 
for a claim about justified extension contains an implicit premise related to the explanatory 
aspects of the model. My goal has been to make a subtler point: the reason that is given for the 
claim that the extensions of both models are justified is connected to explanatory claims. By 
analyzing this issue through the lens of modeling, we see this disagreement is also connected to 
the various justificatory steps made in the construction of the model (via idealization and 
approximations), and concerns regarding commitments to what exists in the target system. 

 
What this sort of analysis allows for is a richer understanding of how it could be possible 

for two models with fundamentally different physics to both be good fits in their domains for 
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their purposes. This approach more precisely formulates where disagreement stems from: the 
models aim to be successful for description, prediction, and explanation. The models conflict 
when they are extended, and one is only justified in extending a model beyond their original 
domain if the model is considered to be a good explanatory model. If one thinks it is a good 
explanatory model, they are committed to the features in the models standing in some 
representational relation to features in the actual target system. More broadly, the important point 
that must be acknowledged is what these models commit us to when claims move beyond the 
model itself. It is when we attempt to make inferences from our models to the real world that we 
must reflect on what the model commits us to. 
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