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Abstract: Sand–clay mixtures can be encountered in both natural soils (e.g., residual soils, clay de-
posits and clinosols) and artificial fills. The method of utilising biopolymers in ground improvement
for sand–clay mixtures has emerged recently. However, a full understanding of the strengthening
effect of biopolymer-treated sand–clay mixtures has not yet been achieved due to a limited number of
relevant studies. In this study, xanthan gum (XG), as one of the eco-friendly biopolymers, was used
to treat reconstituted sand–clay mixtures that had various compositions in related to clay (or sand)
content and clay type (kaolin and bentonite). A series of laboratory unconfined compression strength
(UCS) tests were conducted to probe the performances of XG-treated sand–clay mixtures from two
aspects, i.e., optimum treatment conditions (e.g., XG content and initial moisture content) to achieve
the maximum strengthening effect and strengthening efficiency for the sand–clay mixtures with
different compositions. The experimental results indicated that the optimum initial moisture content
decreased as the sand content increased. The optimum XG content, which also decreased with the
increasing sand content, remained approximately 3.75% for all sand–kaolin mixtures and 5.75% for all
sand–bentonite mixtures if calculated based on clay fraction. While untreated sand–kaolin mixtures
and sand–bentonite mixtures had comparable UCS values, XG-treated sand–kaolin mixtures seemed
to have better improved mechanical strength due to higher ionic (or hydrogen) bonds with XG and
low-swelling properties compared with bentonite. The deformation modulus of XG-treated sand–clay
mixtures were positively related with UCS. The variation in UCS and stiffness for each treatment con-
dition increased as the sand content was elevated for both sand-kaolin and sand-bentonite mixtures.
An increment in the proportion of the heterogeneous composite formed by irregular sand particles
conglomerated with the XG–clay matrix in total soil might be responsible for this phenomenon.

Keywords: xanthan gum; sand-clay mixture; bentonite; kaolin; uniaxial compressive strength tests;
initial moisture content; biopolymer content

1. Introduction

Mechanical properties are key engineering properties of soils in geotechnical engi-
neering practices. For those natural soils that have insufficient mechanical strength, soil
treatment is often employed [1–7]. Recently, the incorporation of biopolymers into soil
stabilisation has gained increasing credence in sustainable geotechnical engineering for
their environmental benefits [8–11], high strengthening efficiency [12–14], abundance in
nature [15–17], suitable functional properties such as pH stability and ionic salt com-
patibility [18–20] and reasonable prices [8,21,22]. Selected polysaccharide biopolymers
(e.g., xanthan gum, agar gum, gellan gum, chitosan, beta-glucan, starch, guar gum and
carrageenan) have proved their potential in improving the soil performances under exter-
nal loads in terms of unconfined compression, triaxial compression, direct shear, interface
shear, tension, three-point bending and split [20,23–34].
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Although biopolymers are able to reinforce both fine-grained soils and coarse-grained
soils, they have shown better strengthening effect in fine-grained soils [12,25,35,36]. For
sands, biopolymer hydrogels become rigid fibres after drying and act as bridges to connect
sand particles, leading to increased cohesion and improved mechanical strength [9,37]. For
clays, along with these bridge connections, biopolymers interact directly with the clay parti-
cles through ionic bonds or hydrogen, which enhances strength improvement [10,12,23,35].
Furthermore, sand–clay mixtures have their mechanical strength more effectively enhanced
by biopolymers than pure sands or clays [35].

Sand–clay mixtures are widely encountered in both natural soils, e.g., residual soils,
marine deposits and clinosols [10,38,39] and artificial fills [40–42]. Their engineering
characteristics mainly, on one hand, depend on clay mineralogy. For example, structural
differences between high-swelling bentonite with solvated interlayer cations and low-
swelling clay minerals leads to different ranges for Atterberg limit [43–45] which has a
close relation with undrained shear strength [46–49]. Karakan and Demir [50] conducted
the undrained shear strength tests on sand–clay mixtures and pointed out that sand–
bentonite mixtures had higher undrained shear strength but a lower maximum dry density
compared with sand–kaolin mixtures. Chang and Cho [35] predicted that sand–bentonite
mixtures might need a higher biopolymer content for soil reinforcement than sand–kaolin
mixtures due to the higher specific surfaces of bentonite. On the other hand, the mechanical
performances of sand–clay mixtures are affected by the clay (or sand) content. Results from
various experimental tests on sand with clay contents varying from 0 to 100% indicate
that there exists transition (or threshold) fines content [51,52] which distinguishes between
clay matrix-dominated behaviour and sand matrix-dominated behaviour. For the former,
the shear strength of sand–clay mixtures increases with the increasing clay content [53,54].
For the latter, the shear strength either decreases for the specimens with larger relative
density [55,56] or increases for the specimens with smaller relative density [54], with
the increasing clay content. The transition fines content is not unique and varies from
soil to soil, ranging from 20 to 35% and mainly depending on clay type, sand grading,
initial condition and stress condition [39,52]. In addition, the compressibility [52,57,58],
permeability [39,41,59], the Atterberg limit [38,60] and cone penetration [61,62] of sand–clay
mixtures have also been investigated.

To the authors’ knowledge, the mechanical behaviours of sand–clay mixtures treated
with biopolymers have not been comprehensively understood due to a limited number of
relevant studies. To this end, laboratory tests have been conducted on xanthan gum (XG)-
treated reconstituted soils made of sand and clay in this study. Two types of clays including
kaolin and bentonite have been selected, as they have representative clay minerals in
natural soils [10,23,42,63] and have been widely used to prepare reconstituted sand–clay
mixtures [39–41,52,64,65]. The performances of XG-treated sand–clay mixtures have been
probed from two aspects, i.e., optimum treatment conditions (e.g., xanthan gum content
and initial moisture content) to achieve the optimum strengthening effect and strengthening
efficiency for different soil compositions.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Components of Sand–Clay Mixtures

Fujian sand (a standard sand in Fujian Province, China), commercial white kaolin
clay (Yangzhou, Jiangsu Province, China) and commercial bentonite clay (Xinyang, Henan
Province, China) were used to produce sand–clay mixtures. The basic engineering proper-
ties of these soils are described as follows.

Sand has specific gravity Gs = 2.63, maximum void ratio emax = 0.815 and minimum
void ratio emin = 0.613, respectively. Sieving test was conducted to obtain the sand grading
property Dmax = 0.6 mm, D50 = 0.46 mm, coefficient of uniformity Cu = 1.44 and coefficient
of curvature Cc = 0.96, based on which the sand can be described as poorly graded with
relatively uniform particle size.



Sustainability 2021, 13, 3732 3 of 17

Kaolin clay has soil properties of PL = 17, LL = 31, Gs = 2.6, D50 = 47 µm, clay activity
A = 0.93 and can be classified as CL according to the USCS classification. Bentonite clay
(80% Ca-Montmorillonite) can be classified as CH according to the USCS classification,
based on the soil properties of PL = 26, LL = 59, Gs = 2.5, D50 = 9 µm and A = 1.83.

2.2. Xanthan Gum

Xanthan gum (XG) is a polysaccharide formed by the fermentation of sugar (e.g.,
glucose or sucrose) with the involvement of the bacterium Xanthomonas campestris. XG
was chosen to treat the sand–clay mixtures for its suitable functional properties, e.g., cold
water dissolving capacity, pH stability, storage stability, ionic salt compatibility and pseudo-
plastic flow characteristics [66,67]. The XG powder used in this study was produced by
Shandong Fufeng Fermentation Co., Ltd., Fufeng County, Shandong Province, China.

2.3. Experimental Scheme and Sample Preparation

The sand–clay mixtures were obtained by blending kaolin or bentonite with sand
at different mass ratios. For example, samples SK13, SK11 and SK31 were produced by
setting kaolin fractions as 75% (mass ratio of sand to kaolin = 1:3), 50% (mass ratio of sand
to kaolin = 1:1) and 25% (mass ratio of sand to kaolin = 3:1), respectively, while sample
K represented pure kaolin. For each soil composition, five initial moisture contents were
used. For pure kaolin (PL = 17) and bentonite (PL = 26), the initial moisture content
w = 20% and w = 28% (the mass of water with respect to the mass of total solids, e.g.,
dry soil and XG) were employed as the minimum initial moisture contents for sample
preparation, respectively, to allow strengthen improvement to occur [31]. Afterwards, the
initial moisture content was increased at an interval of 2%. For sand–clay mixtures, the
minimum initial moisture content was lowered taken into account the addition of sand
fractions as shown in Table 1. Then, for a sand–clay mixture with given clay content and
initial moisture content, five XG contents (the mass of dry XG powder mb with respect to
the mass of dry soil ms, including sand and clay), e.g., mb/ms = 1%, 2%, 3%, 4% and 5%,
were used. The test program for determining unconfined compression strength (UCS) is
shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Unconfined compression strength (UCS) test program.

Sample Reference Clay Content, % Initial Moisture Content (w = mw/(mb + ms)), % XG Content (mb/ms), %

K 100 20 22 24 26 28 1, 2, 3, 4, 5
SK13 75 16 18 20 22 24 1, 2, 3, 4, 5
SK11 50 10 12 14 16 18 1, 2, 3, 4, 5
SK31 25 6 8 10 12 14 1, 2, 3, 4, 5

B 100 28 30 32 34 36 1, 2, 3, 4, 5
SB13 75 22 24 26 28 30 1, 2, 3, 4, 5
SB11 50 16 18 20 22 24 1, 2, 3, 4, 5
SB31 25 12 14 16 18 20 1, 2, 3, 4, 5

The oven dried base soils (sand, kaolin and bentonite) were thoroughly mixed with XG,
after which distilled water was added [25,29]. The sample preparation was in accordance
with standard geotechnical testing method (GB/T 50123-2019, China). A homogeneous
XG-soil substrate was obtained through a manual mixing and then placed inside a mounted
cylindrical mould (39.1 mm diameter and 80 mm height) in three layers. For each layer,
25 blows were applied through a 305.5 g rammer dropping from a 247 mm height. The
energy delivered by this compaction procedure was 577.7 kN·m/m3, which was slightly
smaller than that from standard proctor compaction (600 kN·m/m3) in accordance with
ASTM D698. After compaction, the samples were extruded out of the mould as shown
in Figure 1 and cured in a controlled environment (60% relative humidity and 20 ◦C).
A curing period of 14 days was adopted as the growth rate of mechanical strength was
observed to be lowered after 14 days [12,23,68]. The UCS test were conducted under the
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strain-controlled condition at a loading rate of 1.5%/min in accordance with ASTM D2166
at the end of 14-day curing period. For each treatment condition, triplicates were measured
to obtain average UCS values. It should be noted that it was difficult to obtain certain
densities for all specimens with several XG contents, initial moisture contents and soil
compositions. Therefore, all specimens were prepared at the maximum density according
to their compaction as aforementioned, which was also adopted by [20]. For each treatment
condition, the dry density was tested at the moment of sample preparation before curing.
As shown in Table 2, there exists a range of dry density for each soil composition due to
various XG contents and initial moisture contents.
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Figure 1. Preparation of cylindrical xanthan gum (XG)-treated soil samples. (a) Compaction hammer,
mounted three-petal mould before filling and accessory for extrusion. (b) Three-petal mould and
prepared samples after extrusion.

Table 2. Dry density of sand–clay mixtures.

Sample Reference Dry Density (γd), g/cm3 Sample Reference Dry Density (γd), g/cm3

K 1.64 to 1.74 B 1.26 to 1.38
SK13 1.67 to 1.82 SB13 1.37 to 1.54
SK11 1.70 to 1.89 SB11 1.54 to 1.74
SK31 1.75 to 1.91 SB31 1.67 to 1.84

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Effect of Initial Moisture Content

The presentation of the stress–strain behaviours of XG-treated sand–clay mixtures
under all five XG gum content (1%, 2%, 3%, 4% and 5%) might seem cumbersome, and
therefore the typical curves of axial stress versus axial strain for the XG-treated soils
made of kaolin and sand (K, SK13, SK11 and SK31) with a medium XG content (3%) are
presented in Figure 2. Taking the sand–kaolin mixture (SK13) as an example, the uniaxial
compression behaviour was gradually improved as the initial moisture content increased
from 16 to 22%. Further increasing the amount of water for sample preparation seemed
not to provide additional benefit. Ni et al. [31] has reported this phenomenon as well
for a natural clayey soil in Shanghai, China. While insufficient water results in a poorly
dissolved biopolymer hydrogel that adversely affects the workability of the biopolymer-
soil matrix and its consequent mechanical strength [12,29], excessive water weakens the
mechanical strength of biopolymer treated soils [35] due to excessive voids left behind in
the biopolymer–soil matrix after drying. For the other three soils (K, SK11 and SK31) as
shown in Figure 2, it was also observed that a proper initial moisture content contributed
to the optimum strengthening effect. When the kaolin was replaced with the bentonite in
the soil mixtures, a similar trend was found as shown in Figure 3.
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Figure 2. Typical stress–strain behaviours of XG-treated sand–kaolin mixtures with various initial moisture contents
(3% XG). (a) K (pure kaolin), (b) SK13 (mass ratio of sand to kaolin = 1:3), (c) SK11 (mass ratio of sand to kaolin = 1:1),
(d) SK31 (mass ratio of sand to kaolin = 3:1).
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Figure 3. Typical stress–strain behaviours of XG-treated sand–bentonite mixtures with various initial moisture contents (3%
XG). (a) B (pure bentonite), (b) SB13 (mass ratio of sand to bentonite = 1:3), (c) SB11 (mass ratio of sand to bentonite = 1:1),
(d) SB31 (mass ratio of sand to bentonite = 3:1).
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The UCS variations of samples K, SK13, SK11 and SK31 are plotted against the initial
moisture contents in Figure 4. For pure kaolin, a common trend of UCS was observed
for 1% to 5% XG; i.e., there existed an identical optimum initial moisture content (OIMC),
at which the samples had a maximum strength. For sand–kaolin mixtures, similar phe-
nomena were observed although some divergence occurred; e.g., sample SK11 had OIMC
of 14% for 1 to 2% XG and 16% for 3 to 5% XG, respectively. This OIMC divergence
might be due to the variation of consistency of biopolymer–soil matrix. XG molecules
have abundant hydrophilic groups (e.g., –OH and –COOH) and therefore are capable of
attracting water molecules and retaining water [29,31,69–71]. As a result, elevating the
XG content from 1 to 5% raised the amount of absorbed water that was needed to achieve
the optimum reinforcing effect. Figure 5 shows the UCS variations of pure bentonite and
sand–bentonite mixtures versus the initial moisture contents. Again, there also existed an
OIMC corresponding to the optimum strengthening effect for a given soil composition.
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3.2. Effect of XG Content

The effect of XG content on the axial stress–axial strain relationship of pure kaolin and
sand–kaolin mixtures is presented in Figure 6. While increasing the XG content increased
the axial stress–axial strain curves of pure kaolin, it lowered those of sand–kaolin mixtures
(e.g., SK11 and SK31). This phenomenon was also detected if kaolin was replaced with
bentonite as shown in Figure 7.

Based on Figures 6 and 7, the effect of the XG content on deformation modulus E50 for
different sand–clay mixtures is shown in Figure 8. It is clear that sand–kaolin mixtures had
greater values of E50 compared with sand–bentonite mixtures (except for SK31 and SB31).
While sand–kaolin mixtures were more likely to have larger stiffness with a relatively
low XG content (1% to 2% XG) as shown in Figure 8a, sand–bentonite mixtures tended
to have larger stiffness with a relatively high XG content (4% to 5% XG) As shown in
Figure 8b. Figure 9 shows the relationship of peak strain and XG content for different
sand–clay mixtures. By observation, peak strain did not show a clear dependence on XG
content. However, both sand-kaolin and sand-bentonite mixtures seemed to have higher
peak strains with 25% sand content. In addition, sand–bentonite mixtures had slightly
larger peak strains than sand–kaolin mixtures.
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bentonite), (b) SB13 (mass ratio of sand to bentonite = 1:3), (c) SB11 (mass ratio of sand to bentonite = 1:1), (d) SB31 (mass
ratio of sand to kaolin = 3:1).
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Figure 8. Relationship of deformation modulus E50 versus sand content for different XG contents. (a) Sand–kaolin mixtures,
(b) sand–bentonite mixtures.
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Figure 9. Relationship of peak strain versus sand content for different XG contents. (a) Sand–kaolin mixtures, (b) sand–
bentonite mixtures.

The UCS values of pure kaolin and sand–kaolin mixtures are plotted against the XG
contents in Figure 10. It can be seen that the trends of UCS might be considered roughly
the same for five initial moisture contents, given an identical soil composition. Pure kaolin
seemed to gain strength as the XG content gradually increased from 1% to 5%, while sample
SK31 with 25% clay content had a decreasing trend of UCS with the increasing XG content.
For samples SK13 and SK11 with 75% and 50% clay contents, respectively, there seemed
to be an optimum XG content between 1–5% XG leading to the maximum UCS. Figure 11
also indicates that the UCS variations with XG contents was identical to some extent for a
given soil composition (or sand content) and diverged as the soil composition changed. As
can be seen, there existed an optimum XG content for each soil composition. Excessive XG
content might lead to either ionic repulsion or hydrological swelling [35] and impair the
consequent strength improvement of the XG-treated sand–clay mixtures.
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3.3. Optimum Treatment Conditions for Different Sand–Clay Mixtures

As mentioned above, the test results implied that there might be optimum treatment
conditions (e.g., initial moisture content and XG content) for a given soil composition,
under which the treated soil mixtures gained the optimum reinforcing effect. Figure 12a
shows the OIMC for different soil mixtures. As the sand content increased, the OIMC had
a decreasing trend. By comparison, the samples containing bentonite needed much more
water than kaolin.

Figure 12b shows the optimum XG content for different soil mixtures. Similar to
Figure 12a, the optimum XG content decreased from 5% to 1% (or 2%) with the increasing
sand content. Furthermore, the soil mixtures containing bentonite seemed to have a higher
request of XG than kaolin. Alternatively, if the optimum XG content was calculated based
on clay fraction alone defined as the mass of dry XG powder mb with respect to the mass
of dry soil ms, including clay only, then fluctuation was observed. For convenience, two
averages represented by dash lines are also shown in Figure 12b. The sand–kaolin mixtures
had 3.75% optimum XG content based on clay fraction, which is similar to 4% reported
by [35], while sand–bentonite mixtures had 5.75% optimum XG content.
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Figure 13. Comparison of XG-treated and untreated soil mixtures. (a) Sand–kaolin mixtures, (b) sand–bentonite mixtures. 
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3.4. Strengthening Efficiency for Different Sand–Clay Mixtures

Figure 13 shows the UCS comparison between untreated and XG-treated soils. The
trends for untreated soils in Figure 13a,b show that the addition of 25% sand helped to
slightly reinforce the pure fine-grained soils. Once the sand content exceeded 50%, the
sand–clay mixtures suffered a reduction in UCS. The lowest strength was obtained at
75% sand content. On the other hand, although the sand–kaolin mixtures had higher
UCS values than the sand–bentonite mixtures due to a much more condensed stacking
layered structure as shown in Figure 14a,b, these values were comparable with the largest
difference occurring between untreated SK11 (0.53 MPa) and untreated SB11 (0.39 MPa)
by 35.89%.
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By contrast, the XG-treated sand–kaolin mixtures and sand–bentonite mixtures had
much more different values of UCS; e.g., treated K and SK11 had UCS values of 3.85 MPa
and 4.35 MPa which were around three times and 2.5 times the UCS values of the treated B
(1.22 MPa) and treated SK11 (1.76 MPa), respectively. However, the treated soil mixtures
with 75% sand content (SK31 and SB31) had comparable UCS values of 2.79 MPa and
2.97 MPa. Furthermore, Figure 13a,b show different trends of UCS as the sand content
increased. For sand–kaolin mixtures, the XG was mostly effective in reinforcing the
mixed soil with 50% sand content, by increasing the UCS from 0.53 MPa to 4.35 MPa by
700%. While the sand–bentonite mixtures had a trend of strength ever increasing with the
increasing sand content. In addition, the values of E50 for treated sand–clay mixtures are
presented in Figure 13 as well, showing similar trend with UCS. This phenomenon is in
accordance with the test result from [72], in which E50 is linearly correlated with UCS.

As can be seen from Figure 13, it is reasonable to conclude that XG might be more
useful in reinforcing some particular fine soils, such as kaolin. This phenomenon might
be explained as follows: Kaolin particles had higher edge charge and van der Waals force
interaction than bentonite particles [45], and therefore the electrostatic interaction between
the negative charged XG and the positive charged kaolin particles formed more well-
bonded XG–clay matrix. On the other hand, the highly expendable nature of bentonite
allowed the water molecules to enter the interlayer region [73,74]. Due to the hydrophilic
property of XG, this water absorption behaviour was more remarkable for XG-treated
soils than untreated soils. In summary, stronger ironic (or hydrogen) bonds between XG
and kaolin and a more condensed microstructure made kaolin have better performances
under XG treatment. An exception was found for SK31 and SB31. As can be seen in
Figure 14e,f, xanthan gum did not directly interact with sand particle [35,75], while clay
particles and xanthan gum monomers formed a well-bonded xanthan gum–clay matrix
through hydrogen or ionic bonds [76,77]. Therefore, the strengthening behaviour of xanthan
gum-treated sand–clay mixtures can be attributed to the formation of XG–clay matrix and
the cumulation of XG—clay matrix among sand particles. For SK31 and SB31 that had
a sand content up to 75%, although the type of clay in XG–clay matrix had an effect on
the strengthening efficiency, the mechanical strength would be largely controlled by the
sand [53,54,78,79].

Despite the dissimilarity, there is a common phenomenon shown in Figure 13 for
both sand–clay mixtures, in which the variation in UCS and stiffness for each treatment
condition, represented by an error bar, increased as the sand content increased. Irregular
and independent sand particles (Figure 14e,f) usually formed larger void spaces compared
with fine particles (Figure 14c,d). After xanthan gum was added to the soil, the XG-
clay matrix filled or partially filled these void spaces among sand particles. Along with
water evaporation and drying, XG-clay matrix gradually precipitated and shrank, acting as
bridges to provide connection between the individual sand particles. The composite formed
by irregular sand particles conglomerated with XG-clay matrix had a higher strength.
However, the bonding condition and pattern varied under the dry condition as can be
seen Figure 14e,f, which is also confirmed by [37]. Therefore, the heterogeneous composite
soil material resulted in variation in the mechanical behaviour of treated soils. For sand–
clay mixtures, an increment in sand fraction increased the proportion of heterogeneous
composite in total soil and therefore increased the variation in UCS and stiffness.

4. Conclusions

A series of UCS tests were carried out on the XG-treated sand–clay mixtures that
contained different clay (or sand) contents and types of clay (e.g., kaolin and bentonite).
Both XG contents and initial moisture contents varied so as to explore the optimum
treatment conditions and strengthening efficiency for different soil mixtures. Some major
conclusions were drawn, as follows:

i. Both of the optimum XG content and optimum initial moisture content to achieve
the maximum strengthening effect decreased as the sand content increased. How-
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ever, the XG content, if calculated based on the clay fraction, seemed to be constant,
i.e., approximately 3.75% and 5.75% for sand–kaolin mixtures and sand–bentonite
mixtures, respectively.

ii. XG-treated sand–kaolinite mixtures had much more improved UCS compared with
XG-treated sand–bentonite mixtures due to kaolin’s higher ionic (or hydrogen)
bonds with XG and low-swelling properties.

iii. Both sand–kaolin mixtures and sand–bentonite mixtures tended to have more
variation in UCS and stiffness as the sand fraction was elevated, which might be
due to the increased proportion of the heterogeneous composite formed by irregular
sand particles conglomerated with the XG–clay matrix in total soil.
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