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The ternary carbide g-Fe3Mo3C was synthesized by mechanical alloying of elemental Fe, Mo, and graphite and

subsequent heat treatment. The alloying process in the Fe–Mo–C system and the thermal stability of the ball-

milled sample have been studied by X-ray powder diffraction and Mössbauer spectroscopy. It is found that

alloying occurs in the Fe–Mo–C system during ball-milling. Initially, the milling process reduces the grain sizes

of the pure elements and Fe–C alloying occurs to form an amorphous Fe3C-type phase. With increasing milling

times, Mo diffuses into the Fe–C alloys, which accelerates the formation of the non-magnetic amorphous Mo–

Fe–C alloy. The content of Mo in the amorphous Mo–Fe–C alloy increases with milling time. After 60 to

90 hours ball-milling, a crystallization reaction of the amorphous Mo–Fe–C alloy into g-Fe3Mo3C and Mo2C

occurs. The ball-milled samples are composed of g-Fe3Mo3C, Mo2C, and residual amorphous Mo–Fe–C alloy

together with a slight contamination from the WC balls. It is found that the reaction between Mo2C and the

residual amorphous Mo–Fe–C phase occurs at low temperatures while WC reacts with g-Fe3Mo3C to form

Fe3W3C at high temperatures. The samples annealed at high temperatures (w1073 K) are composed of

crystalline g-Fe3Mo3C-type phases (g-Fe3Mo3C with an isomorphous substitution of W for Mo) with a lattice

constant of 11.117(8) Å and an isomer shift of 20.21(1) mm s21.

1. Introduction

Ternary carbides are a class of solid-state materials which have
received considerable attention from the materials community.
Three of the factors responsible for this interest are: (1) the
higher order carbide compounds are expected to display
different, more complex, crystal structures and more exotic
magnetic, optical and electrical properties than their binary
counterparts; (2) to date, the preparation of ternary carbides
using traditional approaches has proven to be quite challenging
and may require the development of new synthetic strategies,
which could eventually be used in the development of other
new compounds; (3) their potential applications in fields such
as catalysis,1–6 magnetic materials,7 and cutting tools. Unfor-
tunately, there has been little work with ternary carbides up to
now.7–10 Although ternary carbides can be synthesised via high
temperature methods or temperature-programmed reactions,
the success of the synthesis depends on the choice of the
carburisation gas composition.11 In addition, the deposition of
amorphous or graphitic carbon on the surface of the carbides
during carburisation is another difficulty.11

More than 20 years ago, mechanical alloying was developed
as a way of circumventing the limitations of conventional
alloying. Since the discovery by Koch et al.,12 demonstrating
that amorphous Nb40Ni60 can be formed by the mechanical
alloying of elemental powder blends, mechanical alloying has
emerged as a versatile technique for the production of materials
far from equilibrium in a variety of systems, for example,
amorphous alloys, nanostructured alloys, and metastable solid
solutions.13–16 In this metallurgical process, powder particles
are subjected to severe mechanical deformation during
collisions with balls and the vial, and are repeatedly deformed,
cold welded, and fractured, so that solid-state reaction and/or
mechanochemical reaction can be facilitated in powder blends.
Although the principles governing these reactions are, in many

cases, incompletely understood and are also undoubtedly
system specific, the formation of many compounds prepared by
mechanochemical reaction, for example, borides,17 nitrides and
carbides,8,18–24 and silicides,25,26 have been reported in the
literature. However, relatively few studies on the synthesis of
ternary carbides have been published.8 In this work, mechan-
ical alloying in the prototypical ternary carbide system,
Fe3Mo3C, has been investigated. The microstructural changes
occurring during mechanochemical reactions and heat treat-
ments in the Fe–Mo–C system were monitored by X-ray
powder diffraction (XRD) and Mössbauer spectroscopy.

2. Experimental

Ball-milling experiments were performed using a planetary
ball-mill (Fritsch Pulverisette 5). The device consisted of nine
tungsten carbide balls with 20 mm diameter confined in a
horizontal tungsten carbide cylinder vial (75 mm inner
diameter, 250 ml volume). Powders of iron (purityw99.5%,
Fluka), molybdenum (purityw99.9%; 200 mesh; Alfa) and
graphite (purityw99.0%; w300 mesh; Alfa) with a stoichio-
metric composition of 3Fe : 3Mo : 1C were mixed and sealed
under argon. The milling speed was set at 200 rotations per
minute with a ball-to-powder weight ratio of 19 : 1. Small
samples of the powder were removed from the vial for analysis
at different milling intervals, such as 0.5, 5, 10, 20, 40, 60, and
90 hours. The samples corresponding to different ball-milling
times were labelled as F05, F5, F10, F20, F40, F60 and F90,
respectively. Heat treatments of sample F90 were performed in
a quartz tube under an argon atmosphere (purity, 99.999%) at
673, 773, 873, 973, 1073, 1173, and 1273 K for one hour.

The Mössbauer spectra were recorded at 295 and 20 K by
employing a standard transmission Mössbauer spectrometer
and a 57Fe source. The spectrometer was calibrated using a
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standard a-Fe foil at 295 K and the isomer shifts were given
relative to a-Fe at 295 K. For low temperature measurements,
a closed-cycle helium cryostat was used. A home-written
program (as described in our previous work) was used to fit the
Mössbauer spectra.27 In the fitting process, all Mössbauer
parameters are free and small values of x2 were obtained for all
spectra. X-Ray powder diffraction patterns were taken at room
temperature by means of a Philips vertical powder diffract-
ometer using Cu-Ka radiation (l~1.54178 Å). The composi-
tion of sample F90 was determined by inductively coupled
plasma spectroscopy (ICP). It was found that the tungsten
contamination was less than 5 wt% together with
Fe : Mo#1 : 1.

3. Results and discussion

3.1. Alloying process

Fig. 1 shows the X-ray powder diffraction patterns of the
mixture of Fe, Mo and graphite powders with different ball-
milling times. For the sample milled for 0.5 hours, the X-ray
powder diffraction pattern shows diffraction peaks from the
pure elements: iron, molybdenum and graphite. After 5 hours
ball-milling, the increased peak widths for Fe and Mo indicate
a reduction in grain size and/or an increase in strain in the
sample. The Bragg peak of graphite disappears. For a ball-
milling time of 10 hours, the Bragg peaks of Fe and Mo are
broadened and the background is enhanced. After 20 hours, an
amorphous phase appears at 2h#42‡, while the Bragg peaks of
Fe disappear and WC, a product of contamination from the
vial and milling balls, is detected. Omuro et al has performed
detailed investigations on the effect of Mo on the formation of
the amorphous phase during the mechanical alloying process in
the Fe–C system.9 It was found that a small amount of Mo
(3 at%) could accelerate the formation of amorphous Mo-
doped Fe–C alloy. Thus, the amorphous phase observed here
may also be due to the Mo-doped Fe–C alloy. For a milling
time of 40 hours, the relative intensity of the amorphous phase
further increases, while the Bragg peaks of Mo and WC can still
be seen. After 60 hours ball-milling, new peaks are observed,
corresponding to g-Fe3Mo3C and Mo2C, whereas the Mo
diffraction peaks disappear. This means that the Mo-doped
Fe–C amorphous phase is partially crystallized into g-
Fe3Mo3C and Mo2C phases. In the final stage, after 90 hours

ball-milling, the XRD pattern can be assigned to g-Fe3Mo3C,
residual amorphous Mo–Fe–C alloy, Mo2C, and WC.

The Mössbauer spectra recorded at 295 and 20 K for
samples with various milling times are shown in Fig. 2. The
data points are difficult to see because they are almost
completely overlapped by the solid lines of the fits. The
hyperfine parameters obtained from fitting the spectra of the
samples are listed in Tables 1 and 2. For a milling time of
0.5 hours, the Mössbauer spectrum is identical to that of a-Fe
with a hyperfine field of 33 T. After 5 hours milling, the
spectrum can be fitted with a broadened sextet (19.6 T and
31.1%), a doublet (6.3%) and a singlet (3%) together with the
bcc-Fe sextet (59%). On the basis of the Mössbauer
parameters,23,28,29 the broadened sextet could be attributed
to an amorphous Fe3C-type phase while the doublet and singlet
might be due to the Mo-doped Fe–C amorphous phase. It
should be mentioned that the Mo-doped Fe–C amorphous
phase shows a broadened non-symmetrical paramagnetic
spectrum, which should be fitted with a distribution of
Mössbauer parameters, corresponding to various local
atomic environments. Here we used only one doublet and
one singlet to fit the spectrum. Furthermore, the singlet is also
superimposed onto the pure Fe3Mo3C component (details
given later). The results indicate that solid reactions occur after
only 5 hours of milling. Note that the amorphous Fe3C-type
phase was not detected by XRD measurements, which might be
due to the amorphous structure of the phase. With increasing
ball-milling time, the non-magnetic component increases at the
expense of the magnetic component. Fig. 3 shows the relative

Fig. 1 X-Ray powder diffraction patterns of the mixture of Fe, Mo,
and C powders after various ball-milling times.

Fig. 2 Mössbauer spectra recorded at 295 and 20 K for the mixture of
Fe, Mo, and C powders after various ball-milling times.

Fig. 3 Relative areas of different components obtained from the
Mössbauer spectra for the mixture of Fe, Mo, and C powders after
various ball-milling times. S, D, and MAM denote the singlet, the
doublet, and the magnetic amorphous Fe3C-type phase, respectively.
The lines are guides to the eye.
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areas of various components as a function of milling time.
After 60 h, no magnetic component was detected and the
spectrum is composed of one doublet and one singlet. In the
final stage, 90 hours milling, the spectrum is almost the same as
that of the sample milled for 60 hours. By comparing the
spectra recorded at 295 K with those recorded at 20 K, no
obvious difference was observed, indicating that the super-
paramagnetic effect, which is caused by the reduction in grain
size of the magnetic particles during ball milling, on the non-
magnetic doublet and singlet is most likely negligible. From the
non-magnetic component for samples milled from 10 to 90 h
and the corresponding XRD patterns, it can be concluded that
the Mössbauer spectrum for g-Fe3Mo3C is superimposed onto
that of the Mo–Fe–C amorphous alloy.

3.2. Thermal stability

To investigate the crystallization process for the ball-milled
samples, F90 was annealed in an argon flow at 673, 773, 873,

973, 1073, 1173 and 1273 K for one hour. Fig. 4 shows the
XRD patterns recorded from the samples annealed at various
temperatures. After annealing at 673 and 773 K, the Bragg
peaks become slightly narrower compared to the as-milled
sample. This suggests that low temperature heat treatments
result in stress release and grain growth. At 873 K, the residual
amorphous phase almost disappears, as estimated from the
fitting results of the Bragg peaks and baseline in the 2h range
from 25 to 55‡. The peaks for Mo2C become weak while the
intensities of the peaks for g-Fe3Mo3C increase, indicating that
Mo2C reacted with the residual amorphous phase to form g-
Fe3Mo3C. Above 973 K, the Mo2C diffraction peaks dis-
appear. After annealing at 1073 K, the intensities of peaks for
WC decrease dramatically while no new diffraction peaks are
observed. It is known that Fe3W3C and g-Fe3Mo3C are
isostructural with lattice parameters of 11.087 and
11.1355(10) Å, respectively.30 Thus, it is reasonable to suggest
that Fe3W3C is formed by the reaction between WC and g-
Fe3Mo3C at high temperatures. In the XRD pattern of the

Table 1 Mössbauer parameters at 295 K, hyperfine fields (H), isomer shifts (IS) with respect to a-Fe, quadrupole splitting (QS), line width (C) of the
outer lines in sextets and relative resonance area (RA) for the mixture of Fe, Mo, and C powders after various ball-milling times

Time/h Componenta H/T IS/mm s21 QS/mm s21 C/mm s21 RA (%)

0.5 a-Fe-type component 32.9 0 0 0.29 100
5 a-Fe-type component 32.6 0 0 0.30 59.0

MAM 19.6 0.09 20.02 2.34 31.3
D — 0.14 0.36 0.51 6.3
S — 20.19 — 0.41 3.4

10 a-Fe-type component 32.6 0.01 0 0.34 29.8
MAM 20.7 20.09 20.18 3.0 26.5
D — 0.24 0.26 0.44 23.2
S — 20.25 — 0.44 20.5

20 a-Fe-type component 32.6 0.02 0 0.36 11.0
MAM 21.2 0.01 0 0.41 2.4
D — 0.10 0.35 0.48 61.0
S — 20.33 — 0.34 25.6

40 a-Fe-type component 31.5 20.03 20.01 0.88 8.2
D — 0.08 0.36 0.46 67.5
S — 20.34 — 0.32 24.3

60 D — 0.06 0.29 0.48 63.1
S — 20.32 — 0.38 36.9

90 D — 0.07 0.30 0.46 63.2
S — 20.32 — 0.35 36.8

aD: The doublet component in the non-magnetic Mo–Fe–C amorphous phase. S: The singlet component in the non-magnetic Mo–Fe–C amor-
phous phase. MAM: Magnetic amorphous Fe3C-type alloy.

Table 2 Mössbauer parameters at 20 K, hyperfine fields (H), isomer shifts (IS) with respect to a-Fe, quadrupole splitting (QS), line width (C) of the
outer lines in sextets and relative resonance area (RA) for the mixture of Fe, Mo, and C powders after various ball-milling times

Time/h Componenta H/T IS/mm s21 QS/mm s21 C/mm s21 RA (%)

0.5 a-Fe-type component 33.7 0.12 0 0.27 100
5 a-Fe-type component 33.8 0.12 0 0.40 64.0

MAM 23.7 0.32 0.02 1.65 25.0
D — 0.38 0.72 1.03 7.3
S — 0.23 — 0.83 3.8

10 a-Fe-type component 33.9 0.13 0 0.37 31.9
MAM 19.7 0.15 0.03 0.44 28.1
D — 0.16 0.57 0.95 36.8
S — 0.25 — 0.36 3.2

20 a-Fe-type component 33.8 0.14 0.02 0.45 11.8
MAM 19.7 0.11 0 0.47 8.9
D — 0.14 0.43 0.60 68.9
S — 0.24 — 0.31 10.5

40 a-Fe-type component 33.9 0.12 0.01 0.51 7.7
D — 0.24 0.34 0.55 63.8
S — 0.23 — 0.39 28.5

60 D — 0.18 0.33 0.54 69.2
S — 0.23 — 0.39 30.8

90 D — 0.20 0.33 0.56 64.4
S — 0.22 — 0.43 35.6

aD: The doublet component in the non-magnetic Mo–Fe–C amorphous phase. S: The singlet component in the non-magnetic Mo–Fe–C amor-
phous phase. MAM: Magnetic amorphous Fe3C-type alloy.
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sample annealed at 1173 K, WC diffraction peaks disappear
and two tiny new peaks at 2h~26.6 and 40.5‡, corresponding
to graphite and molybdenum, respectively, can be detected.
The formation of Mo and C further supports the suggestion,
mentioned above, that WC reacts with g-Fe3Mo3C to form

Fe3W3C in high temperature annealing processes. At 1273 K,
the XRD pattern consists of g-Fe3Mo3C-type phases (g-
Fe3Mo3C and Fe3W3C) with a lattice constant a~11.117(8) Å
and a tiny amount of C and Mo.

Fig. 5 shows the Mössbauer spectra recorded at 295 K for
the samples annealed at various temperatures. The spectra were
fitted with only one singlet or one doublet and one singlet.
Mössbauer parameters are listed in Table 3. With increasing
annealing temperature, the relative area of the singlet increases
while that of the doublet decreases, indicating that the residual
amorphous Mo–Fe–C phase becomes unstable at high
temperatures. At 1173 K, only one singlet
[IS~20.21(1) mm s21] was observed. Unfortunately, it is
impossible to distinguish g-Fe3Mo3C from Fe3W3C because
their Mössbauer parameters are almost the same with an
isomer shift of 20.2 mm s21.31

4. Conclusions

The mechanical alloying process in the Fe–Mo–C system and
the thermal stability of the milled samples have been
investigated by X-ray powder diffraction and Mössbauer
spectroscopy. It is found that alloying occurs in the Fe–Mo–C
system during milling. Initially, the milling process reduces the
grain sizes of pure elements and Fe–C alloying occurs to form
the amorphous Fe3C-type phase. With longer milling times,
Mo diffuses into the Fe–C alloys, which accelerates the
formation of the non-magnetic amorphous Mo–Fe–C alloy
but also increases the Mo content. After 60 and 90 hours ball-
milling, a crystallization reaction of the amorphous Mo–Fe–C
alloy into g-Fe3Mo3C and Mo2C occurs. The samples are
composed of g-Fe3Mo3C, Mo2C, and residual amorphous
Mo–Fe–C alloy together with the contaminant WC. It seems
that the reaction between Mo2C and the residual amorphous
Mo–Fe–C phase occurs at low temperatures while WC reacts
with g-Fe3Mo3C to form Fe3W3C at high temperatures. The
samples annealed at high temperatures (w1073 K) are
composed of crystalline g-Fe3Mo3C-type phases (g-
Fe3Mo3C with an isomorphous substitution of W for Mo)
with a lattice constant of 11.117(8) Å and an isomer shift of
20.21(1) mm s21.
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