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Abstract

Humour encourages us to approach even the most se-
rious subjects from a playful and non-serious perspec-
tive. It can soften our opposition to certain ideas and
strengthen our rejection of others. It can bring us closer
together, by dissolving the barriers that divide us, or it
can use the same ridicule to drive us further apart. But a
truly neutral comedian, or an automated joke generator,
has no in-group loyalties to defend, nor any out-group
opponents to resent. Comedy that lacks bite is asinine
and bland, but a neutral comic can be funny and divi-
sive by being equally cutting to all sides in a debate.
This paper presents a demonstration of a system, Side-
Splitter, that embodies this philosophy. The system uses
the perspective-taking ability of LLMs to look at a given
topic from each side, to see it as both a believer and a
critic might, to generate divisive humour against either.
Side-Splitter is a hybrid system that pairs a symbolic
grammar with an LLM to produce a comic strip that is
part visual slapstick and part stand-up routine. We de-
scribe how topical jokes are elicited from the LLM and
selectively filtered according to how divisive they are,
and show how these jokes are packaged in comic-strip
form to lend them an extra dimension of visual humour.

Divided We Stand Up
It is often said that there are two sides to every story. Diver-
sity of viewpoint is generally a good thing, but only if each
side is willing to give the other an opportunity to speak. As
impassioned believers become volatile partisans, digging in
to further entrench their beliefs, discourse takes a back seat
to difference, while echo chambers emerge in which each
side only listens to the views of those that agree with them
(Barberá et al. 2015). Rather than engage directly with those
with whom they disagree, siloed partisans erect and knock
down straw men that cannot fight back. Humour plays a part
in this process, allowing each side to mock the other from
the safety of their own assumptions and prejudices.

As noted in (Ford et al. 2017), humour can be used both
as a social lubricant and as a social abrasive, to open groups
to new members or to heighten inter-group tensions. In this
dual capacity, humour can also bring both sides together, if
only for them to laugh at each other, although it works best
when it allows people to also laugh at themselves. Late night
comedians and chat-show hosts now speak to, and for, in-

creasingly fragmented audiences. Whereas the hosts of old
could reach a broad swathe of the population on a nightly
basis, gently poking fun at both sides of an issue or a divide,
the modern audience for these shows has fractured along po-
litical lines. Nonetheless, there is still an appetite for shows
and for humour that sit in the middle and dish it out equally
to both sides. Divisive humour is fun because it bites deeper
than superficial wordplay. If used by each side it can deepen
divides and lead to more, not less, entrenchment and polar-
ization. But if used by a neutral figure in the middle, against
both sides equally and unsparingly, it can expose each side
to the views and assumptions of the other. The comedian
who cries “A plague on both your houses!” can make each
side see that theirs is not the only credible worldview.

It is hard to find such a truly neutral figure. Old-time
American humorists such as Mark Twain, H.L. Mencken
and Will Rogers expressed a general disdain for politicians
of all stripes, but had clear political leanings of their own,
from libertarian to Democrat to Republican. Their true loy-
alty, they claimed, was to the “common man”, and their
claims to centrality were often grounded in a willingness to
attack their own side. This is a tradition that is carried on by
some modern political comics, such as Bill Maher. Maher’s
show invites stakeholders from both sides of the political di-
vide, taking no prisoners from either, and he burnishes his
bona fides by rejecting neither out of hand. However, audi-
ence suspicions about the political leanings of a commenta-
tor now also extend to our large language models. Concerns
that LLMs have been aligned with overly liberal viewpoints
have led to the development of “anti-woke” models, such as
Elon Musk’s Grok (Xiaoying Mei et al. 2026), that express
more extreme views on politics and science. Culture wars
are now fought over where we get our news, what TV shows
we watch, and which LLMs we use. Still, when used in a
balanced fashion, LLMs can serve as the neutral messenger
that is accepted by both sides, or that both want to shoot.

This paper presents a demonstration of a humour system
named Side-Splitter that is designed to be this neutral comic
in the middle. It is bipartisan not because it never says any-
thing critical of one side or the other but because it is equally
vociferous in its biting jokes about each side of a divisive
topic. Its jokes are directed, against one side or the other, but
this direction is changeable and under the control of the sys-
tem, which uses the perspective-taking capacity of an LLM



(Góes et al. 2023) to see a topic from the perspective of fans
and critics alike. It is the measurable gulf between these per-
spectives that drives the LLM’s ability to filter good jokes,
or at least provocative ones, from the weak tea that is the
default humour output of most LLMs. To add to the humour
and package it in an unserious and playful way, thus making
it less threatening to those with opposing views, we define
a visual grammar for slapstick that turns a flat set of jokes
into a comical stand-up routine, that is, a stand-up routine
presented as a comic strip. By generating a whole routine
rather than a single joke on a topic, Side-Splitter increases
its chances of making the user laugh at least one of its gags,
while giving different users something different to laugh at.

Taking Sides in Joke Generation
LLMs are fluent and facile generators of many different
kinds of content, but a biting sense of humour is rarely one
of them. There are many factors that influence the success of
a joke, from word choice and phrasing to timing and deliv-
ery. A good joke is a potent mix of opposites: of relevance
and irrelevance, of sense and nonsense, expectation and sur-
prise, and aptness and unfairness. Humour is not a unitary
concept: it can take many forms and be produced by a wide
variety of strategies. We built Side-Splitter as a laboratory
in which to explore different forms and strategies, beginning
with the classic short joke format of setup + punchline. This
suits our current goal of rendering a comedy routine as a
comic strip, since short setups and punchlines fit more nat-
urally into text balloons. Moreover, this bipartite structure
allows a setup to be introduced in one panel and its punch-
line in the next, creating a sense of flow through the comic.

We explore two joke-generation strategies here, for which
the Side-Splitter architecture defines distinct prompt chains.
These alternate strategies are interleaved: a batch of jokes is
generated with the first strategy, and then selectively filtered,
before a new batch is then generated with the next strategy
and filtered. Generation proceeds in an alternating generate-
and-test fashion until the required number of filtered jokes
for a routine (10 by default) is obtained. The current strate-
gies are frame collapse, a blend of superiority theory (At-
tardo 1994) and incongruity resolution theory (Veale 2004;
Mihalcea, Strapparava, and Pulman 2010; Veale 2021), and
trumping. We now describe each of these in turn.

We see the world as it is framed by language, by belief
and by societal expectations. These conceptual frames are
actively supported by some and tacitly accepted by others.
For instance, president Donald Trump actively frames him-
self as a winner, a self-made billionaire, an outsider, and a
saviour. These frames flatter him, and so are actively main-
tained by his followers and enablers. A critic aiming to poke
fun at Mr. Trump can actively undermine these frames and
cause them to collapse, perhaps by pointing out an inter-
nal inconsistency or a mismatch between belief and reality.
Take the frame of self-made billionaire: we can collapse this
frame by noting that inherited wealth gave Trump a con-
siderable head-start in life. This is the specific strategy for
our joke; we must now express the original frame as a setup
which promises a compliment, and express the collapse as
a punchline that delivers a put-down instead. Guided in the

right way by exemplar-laden prompts that describe the con-
cept of frame collapse, an LLM (GPT-4.1) generates the fol-
lowing joke: ”How did Donald Trump climb his way to the
top? He started at the top and climbed his way sideways.”

Our second strategy, trumping, is named not for the per-
son but for the idea of a ”trump card.” (Veale, Feyaerts,
and Brône 2006) define trumping as a form of adversarial
humour in which a respondent punishes the lazy and un-
thinking use of a tired metaphor by a complacent speaker.
For instance, an employee might claim to “do the work of
two people” for a company, and his disgruntled boss might
agree, albeit with the trump “Yes, Laurel and Hardy.” Like-
wise, the platitude “think of it as a blessing in disguise” is
trumped with the comeback “Well, it’s a bloody good dis-
guise.” Trumping takes the proffered metaphor and disman-
tles it from within, by identifying where it breaks down, or
where it ambiguously admits a crushing counter-example.
For our purposes, just one speaker will suffice. In the setup,
the comedian echoes a common figure of speech that flatters
the topic, before trumping this figure in the punchline.

The trumping prompt chain first explains the approach
to the LLM with exemplars, and asks the LLM to suggest
benign but trumpable metaphors that are often used for the
topic. It is then tasked with expressing the benign view as
a setup before delivering its trump card in the punchline.
Suppose the topic is ex-Fox News host and now podcaster
Tucker Carlson. A benign setup that frames how an ardent
fan might see him is as a “national treasure”, but the LLM
finds two ways of trumping this jaded idiom. In the first it
replies with the punchline “Just like those confederate stat-
ues everyone loves.” In the second it notes, with some sharp-
ness, “There is a reason why some treasures are buried.”

Humour is hard (Winters 2021; Jentzsch and Kersting
2023), and LLMs often deliver weak, sub-standard efforts.
As a filter for the generate-and-test loop, we use a measure
of subjective offense. The LLM first rates the offensiveness
of a joke from the perspective of a believer in the topic, re-
turning a number from 0 to 100. The LLM is then asked in a
new context to rate the offensiveness of the same joke from
the viewpoint of a critic. The difference between these two
numbers is its parallax rating. To favour jokes with bite, the
generator discards any with a parallax less than 25, ensuring
that the jokes it accepts will create a rupture in world-view
between the setup and the punchline. For instance, this joke
about Elon Musk is accepted with a parallax rating of 55:
”How did Elon Musk become a self-made billionaire? He
started from the bottom of his family’s emerald mine.”

See You in The Funny Pages
Using cycles of generate-and-test with parallax filtering over
its interleaved strategies, the generator ultimately produces
a full routine on the chosen topic. The jokes that comprise
this routine are then given a comic-strip form, with the setup
introduced in one panel and the punchline delivered in the
next. A common backdrop, the stage of a comedy club, is
used throughout, and a single character, the comedian, deliv-
ers all of the jokes. The LLM has been instructed to generate
jokes with short setups and snappy punchlines, so that each
fits well into a single speech balloon. The LLM also gener-



ates an introductory remark on the topic, which the come-
dian delivers as he walks on stage, and a concluding remark,
which the comedian delivers as he walks off stage at the end.

We use the Excelsior comics framework of (Veale 2022;
2023; 2024; 2025) to generate comics. This provides a range
of pre-defined panel backdrops and character poses, and de-
fines a comic via an XML specification that indicates the
poses and backdrop to be used in each panel, as well as the
content of any speech or thought bubbles. Because Side-
Splitter is a laboratory for humour, we want to visually con-
vey the parallax score of each joke in the panel that delivers
its punchline, so as to record the LLM’s overall assessment
of the joke within the comic. This record takes the visual
form of audience laughter: for every 5 points of parallax in
a joke, we add a floating “Ha” emanating from the bottom of
the panel, where the audience is expected to reside. A weak
joke, by the LLM’s own reckoning, will produce few titters,
but a strong joke will produce many. Like the canned laugh-
ter in a sitcom, this also serves to nudge the reader toward
laughter for the LLM’s best efforts. A complete example of
a comic strip, with added laugh track, is presented in Fig. 1.

Excelsior pre-defines a wide range of visual assets: about
500 backdrops, of which we use just a few, and about 1000
character poses, of which we use a very broad palette. These
poses offer heightened visualizations of emotions and lend
themselves well to slapstick. They allow characters to laugh,
cry, yell, sputter, rage and swoon, and to use props like guns,
clocks, phones, cigars, crystal balls, wands and doves. Most
props can be thrown or used comically as a weapon. Coher-
ence across panels is important, so that a prop is typically
introduced in one panel before it is used comically in the
next. To maximize coherence, we define a visual grammar,
named Slapstick, to relate poses to each other in this way, so
that a pose used in one panel suggests a natural follow-on in
the next. Because Slapstick emphasizes comedic effect, its
pose connections are designed to punctuate a comic beat: an
upbeat pose for the setup which introduces a joke suggests
optimism or pride; the downbeat pose for the punchline that
follows suggests disdain, surprise, or dramatic failure. Pose
pairings that exploit the same prop are linked, so that a prop
may be used in multiple ways over 2 or 3 successive jokes.

Slapstick generates the visual script for a comedy routine
first, independent of any jokes that the comedian will eventu-
ally tell. This visual script leans heavily on physical humour
and is designed to be funny in itself, regardless of the jokes
that accompany it. This may still give rise to emergent con-
nections between the visuals and the jokes in the final comic,
since readers will naturally seek out the relevance of one to
the other. We don’t wish to make one dependent on the other,
but we do want the LLM to be inspired (that is, contextually
primed) by the visuals as it generates its jokes. To this end,
a visual script is generated first, for a fixed number of jokes
(10 by default). The visible actions of the comedian in each
beat are then verbalized as a text that is packed into the con-
text given to the LLM when it is prompted to produce jokes.

Look Left, Look Right: Laughing at both sides
We use offensiveness as the basis for our parallax measure-
ments because heavily-aligned LLMs are rather good at de-

tecting potential offense. It might seem more apt to base our
parallax readings on the LLM’s ratings of the funniness of
a joke, but LLMs are still poor judges of joke quality, and
especially of their own efforts (Morain and Ventura 2025).
While they can explain jokes well enough, they tend to over-
rate the weakest and under-rate the strongest (Veale 2024).

Parallax should, in principle, cut both ways, against be-
lievers and critics alike, but in practice it favours the latter.
The jokes in Fig. 1, for instance, all poke fun at Tesla and
Elon Musk, and none make fun of their detractors. So, while
parallax scores can be positive and negative, they are mostly
positive: that is, a supporter of a topic is judged to be more
offended by a joke than a critic. Of the 5000 jokes that Side-
Splitter has so far generated and accepted, less than 5% have
a negative parallax score. When generating a comic rou-
tine about Guns, for instance, most jokes are anti-gun, as in
”How do guns show you love your country? By proving you
don’t trust anyone in it” (parallax= 57). Only one joke has a
negative parallax score (of −17): ”Why do people say guns
keep you safe? Because bullets are faster than 9-1-1.”

This imbalance is hardly surprising, given that the genera-
tion strategies frame collapse and trumping work best when
toppling a powerful figure or undermining a common view.
It is thus much more difficult to generate a truly balanced set
of jokes for and against a given topic. But we find it can be
more effective to change the topic than the strategy. For in-
stance, to elicit a set of pro-Musk jokes, a generator can shift
its focus to NASA, General Motors or Sam Altman. By ask-
ing the LLM to suggest mirror topics that invert the dynamic
between critics and supporters of a topic, we can elicit new
jokes with the same strategies that elevate, not diminish, the
initial topic. If we appeal equally to the supporters of a topic,
they may be more willing to engage with the criticism too.

Conclusions: A Visual Laboratory for Jokes
Side-Splitter is not designed to be a creator of jokes for their
own sake, to be used e.g., by comedians (Toplyn 2014), writ-
ers, or public speakers. This kind of assistive application, as
explored in (Toplyn 2021; 2022), has a rather clear use-case.
Rather, we see it as a test-bed for humour generation that lets
us test new generative strategies (beyond frame collapse and
trumping) and other forms of audience parallax (beyond the
merely offensive), and to explore new multi-modal forms for
machine-crafted jokes (beyond the purely textual). A multi-
modal packaging gives the generator more levers and pulleys
to operate, and more dimensions in which to be funny, while
directing the humour equally at supporters and critics alike.

The comics medium gives us a grounded (yet easily exag-
gerated) visual semantics that heightens the physicality and
drama of a joke without requiring real physical action (Eis-
ner 1985; McCloud 1993; Cohn 2013). The visual cohesion
across comic panels also gives jokes a forward momentum
that they lack in isolation, or in a simple joke list. The global
structure of a comic, and of a comedy routine, now becomes
a target of research in its own right, allowing us to study how
comedy works at the level above that of individual jokes.
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Figure 1: A Side-Splitter comedy routine about Tesla, rendered as a comic strip using Slapstick.


