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Abstract

We contextualise our findings within documented institutional and policy resistance to gender-
inclusive language in the region (Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia, 2014).
This within-writer corpus study analyses 195 paired essays by Arabophone undergraduates,
comprising 98,807 English tokens and 95,582 Arabic tokens, to test cross-language transfer of
inclusive strategies. Using concordance searches and normalised rates, we distinguished
singular versus plural they by antecedent features and coded Arabic strategies beyond gender
morphology, including balanced binary pairs, collective nouns, and impersonal formulations.

In the English sub-corpus, we validated 21 instances of ‘singular they’ among 830 tokens of
they, equal to 2.53 per cent of all they and 2.13 per 10,000 tokens. Most tokens followed generic
human antecedents such as 'a student,' 'an individual,' 'the learner, 'or 'a person,' and clustered
in conditional or modal frames, aligning with contemporary guidance that endorses the singular
'they' in academic writing. In the Arabic sub-corpus, Arabic essays also deploy third-person
plural pronouns and clitics: 407 tokens in 95,582 Arabic tokens (42.6 per 10,000) when
counting stand-alone forms (<&/(»/a8) plus high-precision prepositional clitics
(pede/pein/pezs/ag/ . ...). Within these, singular-they candidates—where a singular human
antecedent licenses plural pronominal reference—are 8/407 (1.97%; = 0.8 per 10,000), with
explicit inclusive markers otherwise rare.

We read these asymmetries as consistent with policy-mediated resistance alongside
grammatical constraints, rather than with grammar alone. The relevance to the broader
“backlash” conversation lies in how unsettled guidance and prescriptive traditions shape
institutional practice and classroom expectations in Arabic-medium contexts, while English
outcomes align with established style recommendations (Economic and Social Commission for
Western Asia, 2014; El-Farahaty, 2023; American Psychological Association, 2020).
Implications include reinforcing the use of singular 'they' in English-medium writing
instruction and, for Arabic-medium instruction, adopting ESCWA-consistent style sheets for
collectives and balanced pairs, as well as developing corpus-informed prompts for automated
feedback across curricula. These steps target instructional touchpoints where resistance
materialises and support instructors and students in navigating inclusivity without sanction.
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