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Abstract In this work, rapid carbothermal reduction of silica
in a homemade electric arc furnace is reported to produce
silicon carbide intended for photovoltaic applications. The
influence of carbothermal conditions on the composition and
size of the obtained particles is studied. We demonstrate that
the variation of the temperature and the atmosphere makes it
possible to produce 3C-SiC powders during a short time.
Morphological properties of the elaborated SiC powder were
investigated using laser granulometry and scanning electron
microscopy (SEM). The obtained samples are composed of
agglomerated particles of different shapes with micrometric
sizes. X-ray diffraction (XRD), fourier transform infrared
(FTIR), and Raman spectroscopy analyses show that
carbothermal reduction of silica depends on the experimental
conditions. Especially, the sample elaborated during 120 s at
1700 °C under CO atmosphere does not present any SiO2

peaks but only pure crystallized cubic silicon carbide (β-
SiC) with crystallite size around 44 nm as a result of a com-
plete carbo-reduction of silica. The purity of synthesized SiC
is investigated by inductively coupled plasma atomic emission
spectrometry (ICP-AES) giving rise to purity about
97.9927%.
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1 Introduction

Silicon carbide (SiC) has recently generated much interest. As
a wide band gap semiconductor, it possesses interesting opti-
cal, physical, and electrical properties that make it as a perfect
candidate for several industrial and engineering applications.
In particular, nanostructured SiC including nanospheres,
nanowires, and nonorods has paved the way for new function-
al materials for nanoscale engineering. Among a number of
possible structures of SiC, the cubic 3C (β-SiC) and the hex-
agonal 6H and 4H (α-SiC) are mostly studied until now. They
present a wide band gap spectrum covering the visible–ultra-
violet range: 2.39, 3.02, and 3.26 eV for 3C, 6H, and 4H,
respectively [1]. Specially, the β-SiC exhibits mechanical
strength, high ionic mobility, thermal stability, chemical inert-
ness, and high saturation electron drift velocity encouraging
its integration in ceramic and abrasive industry and high-
temperature and high-frequency semiconducting devices
[2–5]. Many techniques are proposed in order to synthesize
SiC nanoparticles such as the ball milling of silicon and
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carbon-mixed powders [6] and the carbothermal reduction of
silica [7, 8]. Several research works have reported on the use
of the carbothermal reduction of silica as it is known to be a
simple and economical process for silicon carbide nanostruc-
tures elaboration [8]. Wang et al. have produced SiC nanopar-
ticles with size ranging from 20 to 60 nm in a sealed tube
furnace equipped with a vacuum pump at a temperature of
1450 °C during 5 h under argon atmosphere [9]. Guo et al.
have also obtained SiC powders with characteristic shapes for
ceramic applications by carbothermal reduction of silica and
bamboo charcoal under argon atmosphere [10]. With a tem-
perature increase, the authors have observed the SiC crystal
shape transformation from string-beads-like to dumbbell-like
and rod-like. Furthermore, Shin et al. have reported on the use
of mineralized wood with silica in acidic conditions followed
by carbothermal reduction in argon atmosphere to obtain crys-
talline SiC nanoparticles (200–700 nm) [11]. Crystalline 2H-
SiC nanoribbons of over a hundred microns in length and 30–
100 nm in thickness were also obtained by Zhang et al. using
silicon powder and carbon black powder in a horizontal alu-
mina tube heated by a tubular furnace at 1500 °C under argon
atmosphere [12]. β-SiC nanoparticles ranging from 10 to
40 nm obtained by carbothermal reduction of silica with
graphite in a microwave furnace at 1450 °C during 60 min
have been reported by Moshtaghioun et al. [13]. In this work,
we report on the production of SiC powder by rapid
carbothermal reduction of silica intended to be used as a target
to deposit a SiC passivation layer on silicon for photovoltaic
applications. The elaboration of SiC powder is carried out in a
homemade electric arc furnace. The effect of the processing
parameters such as the temperature and the atmosphere on the
formation of SiC powder is investigated.

2 Experimental

2.1 Sample preparation

Silicon carbide powder was produced by carbothermal reduc-
tion using silica with purity of 99.898% [14] and carbon pow-
der taken from coal with a nominal molar ratio C/SiO2 = 3/1.
The overall reaction for the SiC formation through
carbothermal reduction of silica is depicted by Eq. ((1)):

SiO2 sð Þ þ 3C sð Þ⇆SiC sð Þ þ 2CO gð Þ ð1Þ

Prior to the production of SiC, silica and carbon powders
were mixed for more homogeneity. The silica reduction is
performed in a homemade electric arc furnace (Fig. 1) under
different atmospheres (air; inert gas, argon; and reducing gas,
CO) and different temperatures during a short time (120 s).

The experimental conditions are resumed in Table 1.

The powder mixture loaded in a graphite crucible is placed
without tamping into the hot zone of the furnace, and the gas is
introduced into the reaction chamber during the experiment.
The temperature regulation is performed using a temperature
controller “OMRON E5AK.” The experimental procedure is
recapitulated in Fig. 2.

2.2 Characterization

The obtained material properties depend on a variety of
factors including the furnace temperature, the atmosphere,
and the process duration. In order to optimize SiC synthe-
sis, the effect of each of these parameters on its electrical
and optical properties is analyzed. The crystalline struc-
ture as well as the crystallite size and the lattice parame-
ters was determined by an XRD “PANalytical X’pert Pro
MPD” diffractometer equipped with a copper Kα
(λ = 0.154 nm) radiation source. To identify the presence
of SiC bands, a FTIR “Nicolet MAGNA-IR 560” spec-
trometer in a transmittance mode was used. The obtained
powder were ground, dispersed in a matrix of KBr at
room temperature, and pressed into pellets. More informa-
tion about the polytype structure of SiC is investigated by
a Raman “LabRAM HR JOBIN YVON Technology
HORIBA Scientific” spectrometer. Synthesized SiC parti-
c le s ize and morphology are analyzed by laser
granulometry and SEM. Purity of synthesized SiC and

Fig. 1 A photograph of the homemade electric arc furnace

Table 1 Different conditions of SiC production

Sample B C D E

Temperature (°C) 1500 1700 1700 1700

Atmosphere Air Air Argon CO

Duration (s) 120 120 120 120
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commercial SiC were analyzed by inductively coupled
plasma atomic emission spectrometry (ICP–AES).

3 Results and discussion

3.1 Morphology analysis

Figure 3 shows SiC particle size distribution measured by a
laser granulometry technique.

The synthesized SiC particles have a wide size distri-
bution ranging from 7 μm to 1 mm. The majority of the
particles have the size in the range of 50–500 μm.
Average particle size is about 100 μm. SEM images of
samples synthesized at different conditions are illustrated
in Fig. 4. As shown, all samples are composed of agglom-
erated particles with different sizes and shapes. The ob-
tained particles have micrometric sizes confirming the la-
ser granulometry results.

3.2 X-ray diffraction analysis, grain crystallinity, and size

The key point to obtain crystalline SiC particles is the
deep understanding of the elaboration mechanism and
then the good optimization of experimental parameters.
In Fig. 5, we compare the X-ray diffraction patterns of
the reactant SiO2 and the samples obtained under different
conditions as resumed in Table 1.

We notice that the sample B synthesized at 1500 °C
under air presents only SiO2 peaks and no peak of SiC
is detected. However, when the temperature is increased
to 1700 °C (sample C), we note the apparition of small
peaks attributed to SiC around 2θ = 35.4°, 2θ = 60°, and
2θ = 71.1°. But the major peaks are still associated to
SiO2 explained by an incomplete reduction of silica to
SiC. An increase of the temperature or a change of the
atmosphere is essential. We choose to keep the tempera-
ture at 1700 °C and to work under argon atmosphere
(sample D). We remark the appearance of SiC principal
peaks around 2θ = 35.4°, 2θ = 60°, and 2θ = 41.2° cor-
responding respectively to (111), (200), and (220) phases
of 3C-SiC as reported in the literature [4, 10, 11, 15]. We
notice the persistence of SiO2 peaks attributed also to the
incomplete process due to its short duration. The use of a
reducing gas such as CO may accelerate silica reduction.
Samples elaborated under condition E do not present any
SiO2 peaks but only sharp SiC peaks indicating the crys-
tallinity of obtained silicon carbide. We distinguish peaks
corresponding to (111), (200), (220), and (311) phases of
3C-SiC with a maximum intensity of the (111) peak.

Using the Bragg equations (Eqs. (2) and (3)), the lattice
parameter of 4.396 Ǻ and the interplanar spacing d111 of
2.539 Ǻ are obtained from the (111) diffraction plane:
values close to those reported for the 3C-SiC in the liter-
ature [11, 16].

d ¼ a
ffiffiffi

�

r

h2 þ k2 þ l2
�

ð2Þ

SiO2

C

SiC
Acid 

etchingCharacteriza�on

Atmosphere

TemperatureFig. 2 Schematic representation
of SiC production

Fig. 3 SiC particle size distribution
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d ¼ nλ
2sinθ

ð3Þ

We have also determined the average crystallite size using
the Scherrer formula assuming a spherical shape of the crys-
tallites (Eq. (4)) [17–19].

s ¼ Kλ
βcos2θ

ð4Þ

where K is a constant (K = 0.9), λ is the X-ray wavelength
(λ = 1.5406 Ǻ) and β is the line broadening at half the max-
imum intensity (FWHM). Table 2 recapitulates the average
crystallite size of the different samples.

The SiO2 crystallite size decreases with the increase of
temperature and the change of the atmosphere due to the re-
duction of silica. By changing the atmosphere from air to the
reducing gas (CO), the size of produced SiC particles de-
creases from 90 to 44 nm, thanks to a better reduction of
SiO2 and formation of SiC. Under condition E, the β-SiC is
obtained.

3.3 FTIR analysis

Figure 6 shows infrared spectra of samples synthesized under
the different processing conditions in a transmittance mode.

Fig. 4 SEM images of
synthesized samples under
different conditions

Fig. 5 XRD patterns of used SiO2 and produced SiC at different
conditions

Table 2 Evolution of crystallite
size with synthesis conditions Sample SiO2 B C D E

SiO2 average crystallite size (nm) 63.349 14.24 12.58 11.173 0

SiC average crystallite size (nm) – 0 90.949 43.807 44.399

Crystallite produced – SiO2 SiO2 + β-SiC SiO2 + β-SiC β-SiC
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We notice the presence of three vibration modes for the
sample B: two principal bands at 480 and 1100 cm−1 are
attributed to SiO binding [20] and a small band located about

1385 cm−1 corresponding to the Si–CHn vibration mode [21].
When performing at condition C, we notice the reduction of
peaks associated to the Si–O band around 480 cm−1proving a
partial reduction of silica. We notice also the presence of a
peak around 800 cm−1 attributed to Si–C band [4, 22]. The
partial reduction of silica is also noticed for the sample syn-
thesized under condition D which shows the presence of a Si–
C principal peak at 800 cm−1 and the persistence of a Si–O
peak with considerable intensity. The sample synthesized at
temperature of 1700 °C under CO during 120 s presents a Si–
C dominant peak around 800 cm−1 referred to the transversal
optic (TO) mode of the 3C-SiC crystalline phase [23]. The
FTIR analysis confirms the results obtained by XRD.

3.4 Raman analysis

The SiC particles were further studied by Raman spectrosco-
py. Raman scattering is a powerful and non-destructive tool,
which can be used in identifying the polytype structure of SiC
[24]. In Fig. 7, we show the Raman spectra of the different
samples.

We notice for sample B, the presence of peaks at 125, 207,
351, and 463 cm−1 attributed to SiO2 [25, 26]. The same peaks
are observed for sample C with an additional peak at 810 cm−1

corresponding to 3C-SiC. For samples D and E, the dominant
peak is located at 795 cm−1 attributed to a SiC TO mode
confirming that elaborated SiC particles consist mainly of cu-
bic polytype structure [24, 27, 28].Moreover for sample E, we
notice additional peaks around 1500 and 1712 cm−1 consid-
ered second-order or combinational bands of β-SiC [27, 28].
Peaks situated at 1360 and 1578 cm−1 can be attributed to the
phonon modes of C–C bonding [28, 29]. Raman results are in
agreement with the results obtained by XRD and FTIR.

3.5 Purity analysis

To reach high-efficiency silicon-based solar cells, many ma-
terials have been reported to passivate silicon. Recently, sili-
con carbide has been proposed as a passivation layer for sili-
con by the field-effect passivation and/or the saturation of the

Fig. 6 FTIR spectra of samples synthesized under different conditions

Fig. 7 Raman spectra of different samples

Table 3 ICP–AES analysis of the synthesized SiCElement

Ni Pb S Sr Zn Mo Nb P Ti Li

Concentration (ppm) 1.814 <0.001 16.490 <0.001 5.644 3.023 2.015 33.058 4.434 6.652

Element Co Cd Ca Be Ba B Al Ta Na Tl

Concentration (ppm) 2.418 1.411 630.122 5.644 1.411 12.094 41.121 8.466 2515.65 27.615

Element Ge Fe Cu Cr K Mg Mn Re Ga Total

Concentration (ppm) 2.822 20.762 9.272 1.209 89.902 115.3 0.806 5.241 34.267 20072.18

Purity (%) 97.9927
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dangling bonds at the silicon interface [30]. For this purpose,
the elaborated SiC powder is intended to be used as a target for
SiC deposition on silicon. A purity analysis by ICP–AES
spectrometry to quantify the major SiC impurities present in
the powder is necessary. Table 3 resumes the concentrations of
different impurities present in synthesized SiC powder.

As we can conclude, the quality of our elaborated SiC is
comparable to synthesized SiC powders obtained in the liter-
ature [31, 32].

4 Conclusion

Rapid carbothermal reduction of silica in a homemade electric
arc furnace to produce silicon carbide is discussed. Different
experimental conditions have been applied. In particular, the
temperature and the atmosphere are shown to be key param-
eters in the reduction of silica. Under different conditions, the
obtained powder is consisting of micrometric particles. It was
found that processing at 1700 °C under CO atmosphere is the
most favorable to obtain a complete conversion of SiO2 to
silicon carbide during a short time (120 s). The XRD, FTIR,
and Raman investigations of the produced material show the
disappearance of SiO2-related peaks and the presence of Si–C
ones. Crystallized cubic silicon carbide (β-SiC) with crystal-
lite size about 44 nm was obtained at 1700 °C under CO
atmosphere indicating a successful and complete conversion
of SiO2 into SiC during a short processing time. The obtained
SiC powder has a purity of 97.9927%, a result comparable to
that obtained in the literature encouraging its use as a target for
SiC passivation layer deposition on silicon for solar cell
applications.
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