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Canis Canem Edit is the European name for the game Bully, a game developed by Rockstar 

Vancouver. The game was published in 2006 under the original name of Bully in the United 

States and was later released in Europe under the name Canis Canem Edit. The reason for this 

name change was due to the critique on the original name and the in-game content, which 

allegedly promotes bullying and misconduct. Furthermore, Rockstar studios is best-known as 

the producer of the Grand Theft Auto series, which has made a name for itself in terms of 

violent content. For these reasons the name of the game changed for the European version, 

however, the content of the game did not. The title Canis Canem Edit is Latin for “dog eats 

dog” which is a saying that represents the competitive nature of the game. The narrative 

focusses on Jimmy Hopkins, a typical troubled teenager who has a poor relationship with his 

mother and stepfather and seems to be an overall rebellious individual. Since his parents plan 

to go on honeymoon for a year, Jimmy gets dropped off at the public boarding school 

Bullworth Academy. This is where Jimmy soon gets introduced to the multiple groups that 

each have their unique place within the school’s social system. These groups represent some 

of the stereotypical factions associated with American high school, those being jocks, nerds 

and greasers to name a few. Because of all these different groups, competition and rivalry 

within the school system is high, expressing itself through bullying and other forms of 

misconduct. In this essay, I will provide a close reading of the game Canis Canem Edit 

through using theories of procedural rhetoric and cultural models, and argue that in contrast to 

the criticism on the game, CCE actually discourages bullying through various gameplay 

mechanics and furthermore attempts to shift the player’s cultural frame on bullying through 

providing insight into the competitiveness of western society.  

As the original name Bully suggests, one of the main features of the game is bullying. 

Specifically for this reason, the game was critiqued by several teachers and parents before it 

was even officially released for sale (Decaestecker). The main reason for this critique was the 
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fear that CCE would promote the message that bullying and fighting in school is useful to rise 

up in social status within the school system. The conveying of this message can best be 

analysed through gameplay mechanics and rules, since these are unique features to 

videogames in contrast to other forms of media. The term to describe this process of 

conveying certain messages is “procedural rhetoric” which is a term coined by Ian Bogost, 

who is a prominent game designer and researcher of video games. In his essay, “The Rhetoric 

of Video Games,” Bogost describes procedural rhetoric as being “the practice of authoring 

arguments through processes” (125). In other words, procedural rhetoric stands for the 

expression of messages not through narrative but through actual gameplay mechanics which 

in turn produce rule-systems which can convey certain messages. In CCE, the act of bullying 

is such a rule-system since it contains actions and reactions that vary greatly among the ways 

in which the player decides to bully. There are two main categories of bullying in the game, 

physical and verbal bullying. The latter of the two being the most common form of bullying, 

since this form does not always automatically result in a severe form of punishment. The 

player can choose to verbally harass any non-player character (NPC), although there are some 

restrictions to this verbal harassment. Depending on the targeted NPC, the player will receive 

different consequences from his verbal bullying. For example, when the player chooses to 

target younger students, the so-called trouble meter, which consists of three levels, will 

automatically rise to the second level and authorities such as the prefects, who provide 

students with protection on the school terrain, will try to capture Jimmy if one more rule 

violation is made. When one more violation is made, Jimmy will consequently be send to the 

principal office, which is the most significant form of punishment on the school terrain. 

Furthermore, verbal bullying targeting girls or adults also results in the same response. 

Meanwhile, verbally harassing male students who are seen as equal to the player only results 

in the trouble meter rising to the first level instead of the second level, however, it also 
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potentially leads to violent conflict between the player and insulted student unless the player 

chooses to apologise. As a result, this system of verbal bullying conveys the message that 

verbally harassing a person results in different forms of negative response according to who is 

being targeted. Since targeting authorities and weaker students’ results in a more severe 

punishment, it teaches players to avoid this type of action towards these groups. Also, 

verbally attacking equals results in negative retaliation in the form of violence or 

physiological surrender by apologizing when one wants to avoid fighting after the player 

actually initiated the conflict. So, while the game offers the option to bully other NPC’s, the 

act of bullying does not receive positive feedback, despite what critics argue, and thus is not 

promoted as positive but rather reinforced as a negative form of behaviour, which is done 

through the game mechanics that offer different responses that get the player into trouble. 

Under western society’s general model of “good” and “bad,” bullying would almost 

certainly fall under the category of “bad” which is remarkable since bullying is a very 

common occurrence in schools, making it almost seem like a natural type of behaviour. A 

recent study on bullying conducted in 2010, collected questionnaires of 500 children, of 

whom 302 children reported being bullied in some form, most commonly being verbally 

bullied (Ramya and Kulkarni 308). Therefore, it seems that bullying is not always met with 

negative feedback and might even be associated as “good” behaviour by some children since 

they repeatedly bully others. This in turn suggests that children might actually receive positive 

feedback from somewhere, most likely from their social group in which they function during 

their time in school. Thus it seems that the model of “good” and “bad” of the particular social 

group differs from the general model. These models can be referred to as “cultural models,” a 

term coined by James Paul Gee, who is professor in linguistics and a researcher of learning 

principles in videogames. Gee describes cultural models as “principles, or metaphors that 

capture what a particular group finds ‘normal’ or ‘typical’ in regard to a given phenomenon” 
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(143). Gee also makes the distinction between the two models mentioned earlier, one being 

the “group model” and the other being the “general model” (142). Applying these models to 

CCE results in a wide variety of group models, since the school houses an amount of seven 

social groups, not counting adults in the game. These groups are the jocks, nerds, greasers, 

preppies, bullies, non-clique students and so-called townies, who are basically drop-out 

students that now live in the surrounding areas of the Bullworth town. The chosen social 

groups in the game are not fictional factions, they all refer to real-life social groups in schools 

(Brady 358-63). Also, likewise to real-life, there is a certain group hierarchy within the game 

in which the jocks seem to be in the top of this hierarchy. The group model of the jocks 

promotes bullying towards the nerd group as a “good” behaviour, since the jocks will help 

and cheer each other on as they participate in the act of bullying against a nerd. Likewise, the 

same can be said for the greasers, preppies, bullies and townies. Only the nerds and non-

clique students avoid bullying and thus seem advocate it as a “bad” behaviour in their group 

model. However, the reason for this lies mainly in the fact that these students are the primary 

victims of the bullying, since they have trouble to react to the harassment because of strength 

and size differences. In fact, once the nerds befriend Jimmy, they will ask him to revenge the 

bullying, and consequently use Jimmy’s strength against the jocks to bully them instead. 

Thus, it seems that the bullied groups would participate in the act of bullying and change their 

group model when they are able to. So, while the group models differ in aspects other than 

bullying, the aspect of bullying as a “good” act seems to be shared between the groups.   

Despite the group models ascribing bullying as a positive act which helps the group, 

the general model on bullying being “bad” remains, and the player is well aware of this 

general model, since the game mechanics offer several negative consequences to this act. 

However, the foundation for the bullying between groups is actually founded in the general 

model, which is the model of western society. Western society, in which the United States 



5 
 

seems to be the leading country, is based on capitalism, which is in turn relies on competition 

between individuals and groups. This competition is a highly regarded trait of western society, 

since it stimulates performance and productivity. In CCE the aspect of competition is also a 

highly valued learning principle of the school. For instance, in the actual game-case which 

houses the disk, a letter addressed to the parents of the students can be read in which principal 

Crabblesnitch states, “the world is an ugly place and we must prepare our youngsters, by any 

means necessary, by enabling them to rise to the top of the steaming cesspool of human 

endeavour” (Canis Canem Edit). Crabblesnitch note hints to the importance to rise above 

others, which is the basic feature of competition. Furthermore, the motto of the school’s 

athletic program is “aiming to win, whatever it takes” (Canis Canem Edit), which manifests 

itself in the specific sports that are being offered. Jimmy will participate in some of these gym 

classes which consist of five lessons in total. The two sports that Jimmy can actually play are 

dodgeball and wrestling, which are two very competitive sports and besides that can even be 

called aggressive to some degree. This link to aggressiveness is reinforced through the 

rewards that the player receives for completing the gym classes. After completing the first 

gym class, Jimmy will receive a fighting combo which helps in physically attacking other 

students, the remainder of the classes will be rewarded with higher weapon accuracy, which 

will help with shooting slingshots or throwing marbles and stink bombs at others. Thus, a 

clear correlation between the school’s sport programs and the act of bullying is made through 

the reward system. The correlation can be identified as a direct critique to the darker side of 

competition within western society and offers the player a different perspective on bullying, 

which seems to evolve from competition, something that is normally considered as “good” in 

the general model.  

“Our accomplished staff is full of true role models that are perfect to teach your 

children the values of integrity, virtue and valor” (Canis Canem Edit), is what the description 
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of the faculty and staff reads. Yet, the complete opposite is true since the teachers in CCE are 

all unstable individuals who each demonstrate major dysfunctions in their characteristics, 

being self-righteous, tyrannical and most significantly, some being bullies themselves. By the 

same token, the option of bullying seems to promote the act of bullying, however, the 

opposite is true since the response system in the game actually reinforces bullying as an 

unfavourable form of behaviour that is met with negative consequences. Furthermore, the act 

of bullying is put forward as a behaviour which finds its foundation in the competition of 

western society. As a result, the player is left to think about the darker side of 

competitiveness, which they would normally attribute as a positive concept in the general 

model of “good” and “bad” of western society. Thus, Canis Canem Edit can be read as a 

game which critiques the general cultural frame and forces players to think about the concept 

of competition within larger society. Furthermore, the game actually proves to be 

campaigning against bullying when a deeper look into the procedural rhetoric of the game 

mechanics is undertaken. Therefore, games do not merely serve to entertain but can be unique 

in their conveying of messages to the players, with their ability to produce interactive rule-

systems and cultural models. 
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