A preliminary observation

According to Hume’s “friend”

There is no opposition between primitive superstition and philosophy
This is because what primitive superstitions say about nature is not philosophically implausible.

It is just without empirical support and contradicted by rival traditions.

The animosity between religion and science is animosity between a philosophically advanced religion and science.

The framing question of Enquiry XI
Is denying providence and a future state dangerous to the state by loosening the incentive to act justly?

According to Hume’s “friend”

No rational person could have this worry.

So, no proponent of a rational religion should have this worry, unless inflamed by jealousy.
(The “friend,” speaking for “Epicurus” presents himself as someone who accepts traditional religious doctrines without question and merely challenges those who would try to base religion on reason.)

“Epicurus’s” Argument
Stage 1: Attack the proponents of rational religion by showing that they have no good reason to believe in providence or a future state

The chief reason for belief in the existence of God is inference from the evidence of design in nature to intelligence as its cause.

This is a good argument for the existence of God.  (So the “Friend” does not question the design argument as an argument for existence)
But it is not a good argument for any degree of providence beyond what we see around us (i.e., it does not prove that this is the best of all possible worlds) or for a future state.

What is wrong with the argument
When we reason from effect to cause, all we can conclude about the cause is that it is the sort of thing that regularly precedes that sort of effect.

We cannot infer that it is the sort of thing that regularly precedes any much greater effect.

So, if you see 10 pounds raised on a lever, you can conclude that the cause of the lever going down would raise other 10 pound weights.

But you cannot conclude that it would also raise a 100 pound weight.

Similarly, if you see a universe with a degree of design adequate to ensure human survival at a subsistence level,

but also a fair amount of evil,

All you can conclude is that the universe had a cause intelligent enough, powerful enough, and benevolent enough to produce that universe.
You cannot infer that this same cause must elsewhere have built a more perfect universe (heaven)

Neither can you infer that this cause must be infinitely intelligent, powerful, and benevolent, and that therefore this universe must be the best that could possibly be created,

… or that there will be a time when all injustices will be rectified

… or that the cause intended for us to be perfectly happy and will eventually make us so

“Epicurus’s Argument”

Stage 2: Show that there are good reasons to behave virtuously even though there is no future reward or punishment.

These reasons are based on experience, which shows that the virtuous life is generally the happiest.

i.e., that setting up and following rules of justice makes society possible which in turn improves everyone’s lot in life.

But these reasons are accepted by Epicurus and taught by him in his school.

So his views are not damaging to society, even though they deny providence and a future state.
A subsequent dialogue between Hume and his Friend
H:  Contrary to what you say, we can and do infer greater effects from causes of more limited effects.

e.g., inferring a more perfect building from a half finished one

e.g., inferring a two-footed human being from a single footprint

F:  The only reason we can do this is that we have prior experience of the cause and of what causes of that sort can do.

But when we reason about the cause of the universe, we infer the existence of something unlike anything else we have ever experienced.  In this case we are in no position to form any conjecture about what else the cause may be able to do.

H:  All causal inference is based on a past experience of a constant conjunction between numerous experiences of events of one sort or species being followed by events of another sort or species.

Where the antecedent event has never been experienced, it is impossible to draw any causal inferences.

… So we can’t even say that the consequent event had a cause.

Here Hume attacks the argument for the existence of God in his own voice, though he makes it look like he only means to defend the belief in a providential deity against the friend’s attack.
