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Abstract

Extensive water–rock interaction in the Three Gorges Reservoir area of the Yangtze River leads to rock mass deterioration along the 

reservoir banks. However, mineral evolution behavior and its effect on the mesostructure deterioration of rocks under the wetting–

drying cycle condition remain unknown. So, the wetting–drying cycle tests were conducted on peculiar argillaceous quartz sandstone 

in TGRA under neutral (pH = 7) and alkaline (pH = 10) water environments. Here, we provided detailed physical and microscopy images 

data to determine the control mechanism of mineral behavior on the evolution of sandstone’s mesostructure. Under the neutral 

condition, repeated “absorption and swelling–dehydration and contraction” of clay minerals leads to the repeated physical action of 

“squeezing–unloading” in the interior of a rock. This results in the initiation and gradual expansion of cracks in the framework mineral 

quartz, exhibiting failure mode from the interior to the exterior. In contrast, under the alkaline condition, the dissolution on the 

surface of quartz particles leads to the expansion and connection of pores, implying that the sandstone exhibits failure mode from 

the exterior to the interior. Moreover, the internal mechanical analysis indicates the minerals are at high pressure because of the 

expansion of clay minerals in the neutral solution. However, in an alkaline water environment, the extrusion pressure of framework 

mineral quartz decreases significantly and is not easily broken due to increased porosity. Thus, the evolution behavior of minerals in 

different water environments plays an important role in the damage of the rock.
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1 Introduction
Since the high water-level impoundment of the Three 
Gorges Reservoir area (TGRA) in 2008, the reservoir's 
water level has risen and fallen periodically between 145 m 
and 175  m above sea level every year, forming a  30  m 
hydro-fluctuation belt on the bank slope [1]. The rock and 
soil in the hydro-fluctuating zone have been affected by 
wetting–drying cycles because of the water level fluctua-
tions [2]. Especially, the water–rock interaction under this 
special condition inevitably leads to the deterioration of 
rock mass in the hydro-fluctuation belt and then induces 
geological disasters on the reservoir bank slopes  [3]. 
Therefore, studying the deterioration characteristics and 
laws of bank rocks under wetting–drying cycle conditions 
is not only one of the core components of the stability of 

reservoir bank slopes but also has important implications 
for the prevention, reduction, and treatment of reservoir 
bank slope disasters.

The bank slopes of TGRA are mostly distributed with 
sedimentary rocks (limestone, dolomite, marl, sandstone, 
siltstone, and mudstone), and a few magmatic rocks (gran-
ite) and metamorphic rocks (gneiss) [1]. Among these 
rocks, sandstone is one of the most widely distributed in 
the hydro-fluctuation belt. Previous studies have shown 
that the wetting–drying cycles exert a significant effect 
on sandstone deterioration, reflecting in the mechanical 
and physical properties, e.g., peak stress, internal fric-
tion angle, cohesion, porosity, acoustic emission, and 
wave speeds  [4–9]. In  addition, many studies concluded 
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that mineral composition, mesostructure, and rock struc-
ture are the primary reasons for the deterioration of sand-
stone under the wetting–drying cycles  [10–12]. Intrigu-
ingly, under a distilled water environment and the same 
wetting–drying conditions (six cycles), the deterioration 
of siltstone is the most serious (uniaxial compressive 
strength decreases by approximately 81.0%)  [13], that 
of shaly sandstone is the second (uniaxial compressive 
strength decreases by approximately 56.5%) [7], and that 
of feldspathic quartz sandstone is the least (uniaxial com-
pressive strength decreases by approximately 14.0%) [14]. 
Thus, the mineral composition of sandstone is one of the 
decisive factors that influence its deterioration effect under 
wetting–drying cycles.

Due to the macroscopic mechanical properties of rocks 
being widely recognized to be determined by internal pore 
structures  [15], the composition and behavior of miner-
als in the solution conditions are important factors that 
determine pore structures and control deterioration of the 
rock. So, different mesoscopic methods, such as Nuclear 
Magnetic Resonance (NMR), scanning electron micro-
scope (SEM) imaging and digital image correlation (DIC) 
techniques [9–10, 12, 16], have been used to explore the 
mechanism of rock (granite, argillaceous rocks, sand-
stone, and so on) degradation. Although the relationship 
between the mesostructure changes and the mechanical 
properties have been investigated [5–6, 10], the relation-
ship between the mesostructure and of mineral behaviors 
under the wetting–drying cycles are still unclear. On the 
flipside, a special sandstone, argillaceous quartz sandstone 
(which contains only quartz and clay minerals), is found on 
the reservoir bank slope near the Kamenziwan landslide 
in the TGRA. The argillaceous quartz sandstone has a rel-
atively simple mineral composition compared with other 
types of sandstone with complex mineral compositions 
[5,  7]. It cannot only be used as an excellent experiment 
object for determining the evolution behavior of minerals 
under wetting–drying cycle conditions, but it can also pro-
vide a rare research opportunity for further exploring how 
minerals control the internal pore structure evolution pro-
cess of sandstone. Therefore, our study aims to discover 
the evolution behavior of minerals in argillaceous quartz 
sandstone under different wetting–drying cycle conditions. 
On this basis, the control mechanism of mineral behaviors 
on the evolution of the mesostructure of sandstone is fur-
ther introduced to discuss the deterioration characteristics 
and laws of sandstone under different water environments.

2 Materials and methods
2.1 Specimen preparation
The argillaceous quartz sandstone specimens used in this 
study were collected from the fluctuation zone of a typical 
bank slope in TGRA, China (Fig. 1(a)). To reduce errors 
during the experiments, all the specimens were obtained 
from one complete core (depth: 13–14  m) from a hori-
zontal borehole (elevation: 171.2 m) located at the conflu-
ence of the Yangtze River and the Xietan River (Figs. 1(b) 
and  1(c)). The specimens were processed into cylinders 
with a diameter of 50 ± 0.2 mm and a height of 25 ± 0.2 mm 
(Fig. 1(d)). The surface flatness of the specimens met the 
standard in accordance with the International Society for 
Rock Mechanics (ISRM) [17].

Some essential physical properties of this sandstone 
were measured: dry density (2.53 g/cm3), water absorption 
(0.80%), and porosity (3.74%). And the mesostructures of 
the specimens are shown in Figs. 2(a) and 2(b). The min-
eralogical composition of this sandstone determined via 
X-ray diffraction analysis indicates that this sandstone is 
primarily composed of quartz (69.8%), kaolinite (16.3%), 
illite (12.4%), and montmorillonite (1.5%) (Fig. 2(c)).

2.2 Experiment instrument
The pore structures of the sandstone specimens were mea-
sured using the NMR instrument (MacroMR12-150H-I, 
Niuman Corporation, China). The working environment 
and parameters of the NMR instrument were determined 
strictly in accordance with the operating specifications [10]. 

Fig. 1 Specimen sampling; (a) location of TGRA, (b) strata 
distribution in the sampling area, (c) bank slope of sampling site, 

(d) standard specimens
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The NMR instrument magnetizes H atoms in water by 
applying a magnetic field, causing the H nucleus to reso-
nate and absorb energy. When the external magnetic field 
disappears, the magnetized H nucleus releases energy. 
In this process, the time of releasing energy (i.e., relaxation 
time) is significantly different due to the varying H atom 
contents, which can be recorded as T2 spectra via mathe-
matical fitting [18]. Therefore, the porosity, pore size, and 
pore number of saturated rocks can be determined accu-
rately and quantificationally via NMR; that is, the longer 
the relaxation time, the larger the pore size, the higher the 
signal amplitude, and the more pores [19].

The mesostructure and mineral morphology of the sand-
stone specimens were scanned via field emission scan-
ning electron microscopy (SEM) by using JSM-IT300HR 
microscope (Sample Solution Corporation, China). The 
surface of the specimens was dusted and sprayed with 
gold before the tests.

2.3 Experiment methodology
Self-designed double-bucket circulation equipment was 
used in the wetting–drying cycle tests (Fig. 3) to bet-
ter simulate the existing environment of reservoir bank 
rock mass (e.g., high water–rock ratio, dynamic state of 
water). In this equipment, the large bucket (50 L) was the 
liquid storage bucket used to simulate the water environ-
ment of the reservoir area. The small bucket (5 L) was the 
reaction bucket used to simulate the water–rock interac-
tion environment within a small range of reservoir slope. 
In  addition, two sealed barrels were connected by four 
corrosion-resistant BPT rubber hoses and two peristaltic 

pumps. During the soaking process, the peristaltic pumps 
were adjusted to ensure that the solution would circulate 
in the two barrels at the same flow velocity (50 mL/min). 

Due to long-term geological weathering and blooms 
of phytoplankton caused by eutrophication of water bod-
ies [20–21], the Yangtze Rivers in nature is generally weakly 
alkaline (approximately 7.80–8.36)  [22]. Meanwhile, the 
variation range of water pH values in most regions of 
TGRA is small (approximately 0.3)  [22]. Therefore, the 
fluctuation range of pH value of the solution was strictly 
controlled within 0.3 in this experiment. In addition, con-
sidering that the reservoir water was alkalescent, and to 
control the experiment period, the pH value of the alka-
line solution in this experiment was determined to be 10. 
Finally, the rock mass from the hydro-fluctuation belt in 
TGRA was exposed from May to October and soaked from 
October to May [1]. Therefore, the time ratio between the 
soaking and drying of the specimens in a wetting–drying 
cycle was 7:5 in this experiment.

The experimental procedures were as follows. (1) The 
sandstone specimens were dried in a 25 ℃ oven until the 
weight became constant. (2) The specimens that exhibited 
high similarity in terms of morphology, P-wave velocity, 
and T2 spectrum were selected (Fig. 4). Then, the chosen 
specimens were divided into three groups: the original 
group (three specimens), the neutral environment group (six 
specimens), and the alkaline environment group (six speci-
mens). (3) Two sets of double-bucket circulation equipment 
were filled with two kinds of solution: pH = 10 (NaOH) and 
pH = 7 (deionized water). Then, the specimens in the alka-
line environment group (pH = 10) and the neutral environ-
ment group (pH = 7) were soaked and the peristaltic pumps 
were opened. (4) After soaking for 35 h (rock specimens 
can reach saturation in approximately 14 h), the specimens 

Fig. 3 Schematic diagram of double-bucket circulation test system

Fig. 2 Mesostructure and mineral test results
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were dried in a 105 ℃ oven for 25 h and then cooled to an 
ambient temperature (25 ℃). (5) Step 4 was repeated for 10 
cycles. One specimen was removed from each of the two 
groups in the 1st, 3rd, 5th, 7th, and 10th cycles. The saturated 
specimens were used for the NMR tests, while the dried 
specimens were used for the SEM tests. Simultaneously, 
macroscopic morphology characteristics of the specimens 
were observed.

3 Results
3.1 Pore structure characteristics
The porosity (Fig. 5) and pore size distribution (Fig. 6 and 
Table 1) of sandstone can be accurately obtained through 
the NMR tests. On the basis of the pore radius classifi-
cation method of measuring capillary pressure [23], the 
pores of sandstone were divided into small pores (r < 0.15 
μm), medium pores (0.15 μm < r < 4 μm), and large pores 
(r > 4 μm).

For all the sandstone specimens, the original T2 distri-
bution curves presented three distinct peaks. Meanwhile, 
the proportion of small pores was the largest (62.4%–
70.9%), followed by those of large pores (12.1%–22.5%) 
and medium pores (13.9%–17.9%) (Fig. 4). The porosity 
of sandstone generally exhibited an increasing trend with 
the number of wetting–drying cycles (N) increasing and 
tended to be stable when N ≥ 7 (Fig. 5). In addition, the 
porosity increment of sandstone in the alkaline environ-
ment was generally higher than that in the neutral environ-
ment (except for Sample 36).

As the number of wetting–drying cycles increased, the 
medium pores of the specimens were the most affected by 
water–rock interaction, resulting in the weakening or dis-
appearance of the second peak (Fig. 6). Compared with that 

in the original state, the number of pores (0.015–0.6 μm) 
increased significantly under the neutral wetting–drying 
cycle condition; and the more wetting–drying cycles, the 
larger the porosity increment (Fig. 7). 

Although the effect of wetting–drying cycles on the 
pores (development of T2 distributions) under two kinds of 
conditions was generally similar, there were still some dif-
ferences. Under the alkaline condition, the pores (0.0005–
0.015 μm) exhibited significant negative growth, and the 
increment of pores (0.3–10 μm) was considerably larger. 
In addition, the porosity increment (0.015–0.6 μm) under 
the alkaline condition was slightly lower than that under 
the neutral condition (Fig. 7).

3.2 Macroscopic morphology 
During the wetting–drying cycle tests, rock debris spall-
ing occurred on the surfaces of both groups of specimens, 
and spalling degree rose continuously with an increase in 
wetting–drying cycles. In addition, the spalling degree 
of the specimens in the neutral environment was signifi-
cantly higher than that in the alkaline environment under 
the same number of wetting–drying cycles (N = 3, 5, 7, 
and 10) (Fig. 8).

3.3 Microscopic observation
Figs. 9 and 10 depict the SEM images of the specimens 
under two solution conditions. The particle size of the skel-
etal mineral quartz in the original sandstone specimen was 
larger (approximately 100–300 μm), with evident edges and 
corners (Figs. 9(a) and 10(a)). Except for a small number of 
quartz particles with extremely few straight micro-fissures 

Fig. 4 T2 spectrum distributions of original rock specimens

Fig. 5 porosity changes of rock specimens under different drying-
wetting cycles
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(Fig. 9(b)), no micro-fissures occurred in most quartz parti-
cles (Fig. 10(b)), but many initial holes (approximately 0.1–
0.5 μm) were observed (Figs. 9(b) and 10(b)). Meanwhile, 

clay minerals (kaolinite, montmorillonite, and illite) filled 
the gaps between the skeletal mineral quartz and attached 
to the surface of quartz particles (Figs. 9(a) and 10(a)).

Fig. 6 T2 spectrum distribution of rock specimens under different drying-wetting cycles (N)
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Table 1 Pore types distribution of rock specimens under different drying-wetting cycles (N)

PH specimen 
number pore type N = 1

n0/%
N = 3
n0/%

N = 4
n0/%

N = 5
n0/%

N = 6
n0/%

N = 7
n0/%

N = 8
n0/%

N = 9
n0/%

N = 10
n0/%

7 31

small pore 2.59 2.87 3.20 3.28 3.35 3.42 3.45 3.46 3.52

medium pore 0.54 0.68 1.01 1.14 1.29 1.34 1.39 1.47 1.55

large pore 0.60 0.64 0.64 0.57 0.71 0.94 0.86 0.59 0.80

total porosity 3.73 4.19 4.85 4.99 5.35 5.70 5.70 5.51 5.87

10 34

small pore 2.70 2.92 3.18 3.25 3.29 3.37 3.41 3.42 3.39

medium pore 0.65 0.82 1.27 1.38 1.58 1.70 1.74 1.82 1.80

large pore 0.69 0.83 0.97 0.82 0.98 1.19 1.16 0.93 0.97

total porosity 4.04 4.56 5.42 5.45 5.85 6.26 6.30 6.17 6.16

7 51

small pore 2.55 2.79 3.03 3.10 3.22 3.34

medium pore 0.54 0.65 0.90 1.03 1.17 1.23

large pore 0.69 0.76 0.63 0.50 0.91 0.82

total porosity 3.77 4.20 4.55 4.62 5.30 5.39

10 41

small pore 2.28 2.58 2.96 2.98 3.12 3.13

medium pore 0.50 0.68 1.04 1.15 1.31 1.44

large pore 0.66 0.67 1.07 0.72 0.95 0.95

total porosity 3.44 3.94 5.08 4.86 5.38 5.52

7 36

small pore 2.73 3.07 3.44 3.42

medium pore 0.66 1.04 1.83 2.00

large pore 0.78 0.80 1.12 1.18

total porosity 4.18 4.91 6.39 6.60

10 48

small pore 2.60 2.94 3.24 3.39

medium pore 0.59 0.78 1.19 1.32

large pore 0.48 0.84 0.70 0.79

total porosity 3.66 4.56 5.14 5.50

Fig. 7 Porosity increment at each size of rock specimens under different drying-wetting cycles (N); (a) pH = 7, (b) pH = 10 

(a) (b)
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Fig. 9 SEM images of sandstone specimens under different drying-wetting cycles (N) at pH = 7

(a) N = 0                      (b) N = 1                   (c) N = 3                   (d) N = 5                      (e) N = 7                     (f) N = 10
Fig. 8 Change of surface morphology of sandstone specimens under different drying-wetting cycles (N)
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Under the neutral wetting–drying cycle condition 
(pH = 7), the microstructures of the specimens changed 
significantly. The quartz particles became increas-
ingly broken (Fig. 9) with an increase in the number of 
wetting–drying cycles (N). When N  =  1, no significant 
change occurred in the morphology of quartz particles 
(Fig. 9(c)), but many sprouting and crossing micro-fissures 

(approximately 0.1–0.2 μm) connected inside the quartz 
particles (Fig.  9(d)). When N  =  5, quartz particles were 
considerably damaged, but their initial surface profiles 
could still be distinguished (Fig.  9(e)). Simultaneously, 
micro-fissures developed within quartz particles and 
connected with one another to form larger micro-fis-
sures (approximately 5–30  μm), leading to the breakage 

Fig. 10 SEM images of sandstone specimens under different drying-wetting cycles (N) at pH = 10
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of quartz particles (Fig. 9(f)). Notably, clear boundaries 
existed between quartz particles and clay minerals, indi-
cating that quartz did not undergo strong chemical reac-
tions. When N = 10, quartz particles tended to be broken 
completely (approximately 5–30 μm) (Fig. 9(g)), and the 
internal through-fissures of different quartz particles were 
interconnected to form macro through-cracks (Fig. 9(h)).

Compared with the specimens in the neutral water envi-
ronment, the alkaline water–rock interaction exhibited 
a significant difference in the mesoscopic modification of 
sandstone. In an alkaline water environment, the wetting–
drying cycles not only resulted in the dissolution of quartz 
particles but also led to the coalescence and extension of 
micro-fissures between framework minerals. As shown in 
Figs.  10(c)–10(e), the micro-fissures between framework 
minerals gradually connected into larger micro-cracks as 
the number of wetting–drying cycles increased. In con-
trast with the crushing of quartz particles caused by a neu-
tral wetting–drying cycle condition, no evident extrusion 
crushing of quartz particles occurred in the alkaline water 
environment. However, the dissolution of quartz particles 
was apparent, and a large number of clay minerals filled 
or attached to the dissolution pits formed on the surface of 
quartz particles (Figs. 10(d), 10(f), and (h)).

4 Discussion
The rock pore structure is one of the important factors that 
affect rock strength [15]. Thus, it is a key to determining 
the deterioration mechanism of rocks that the rock pore 
structure and its evolution process under wetting–drying 
cycles. Under the water–rock interaction, the chemical ero-
sion [24–26] and physical expansion [6, 26–27] of minerals 
are the primary controlling factors that affect the evolu-
tion of pore structures. Chemical erosion mostly changes 
the species or mesoscopic morphology of minerals through 
dissolution and hydrolysis. In contrast, physical expan-
sion alters the mesostructure of rocks through water swell-
ing and the expansion of clay minerals. Although the two 
methods can lead to the modification of rock pore struc-
tures, essential differences occur in the method and process 
of mineral transformation. Therefore, the key to studying 
laws for the rock pore structures development is to deter-
mine the evolution process of mineral meso-morphology.

4.1 Pore characteristics of sandstone with wetting–
drying cycles
Compared with other types of sandstone in TGRA [28–29], 
the sandstone specimens only consist of quartz (69.8%) 

and clay minerals (30.2%), which lack minerals that eas-
ily react with water, such as feldspar and mica. In a neu-
tral water environment (pH = 7), quartz and clay miner-
als basically do not react with water [26], indicating that 
chemical erosion exerts limited influence on the evolu-
tion of sandstone pore structure. On the other hand, clay 
minerals have properties of water absorption and expan-
sion [9]. However, the morphology of framework minerals 
is rarely described. Due to the expansion of clay minerals 
under the water condition, combined with the clay min-
erals distributed among framework minerals (quartz) like 
a reticulum (Fig. 2) in this study, the pores have firstly 
been filled, and then the framework minerals have been 
continuously squeezed. This results in the initiation of 
secondary cracks (Fig. 9(d)) and the gradual increase in 
the number of smaller pores (0.0005–0.015 μm) (Fig. 7). 
Therefore, under neutral water–rock interaction, the phys-
ical expansion is the fundamental factor that leads to the 
deterioration of the sandstone.

In addition, as the number of wetting–drying cycles 
increases, quartz particles experience the initiation and 
expansion of micro-cracks until macro-cracks coalesce, 
exhibiting a progressive failure mode of quartz particles 
from the interior to the exterior (Fig. 11(a)). This process 
gradually increases the number of pores of all sizes, par-
ticularly small and medium ones (0.01–1 μm). Meanwhile, 
the rock debris spalling phenomenon on the sample sur-
face becomes increasingly evident with an increase in wet-
ting–drying cycles (Fig. 8). This also suggests the deteri-
oration of the internal structure of the specimens because 
of the "saturation–dehydration" process of clay minerals. 
On  one hand, a high-stress environment will be formed 
under the saturation condition. This results in more new 
micro-cracks developed within individual quartz grains 
(Fig. 9). On the other hand, a low-stress state owing to the 
drying shrinking of clay minerals leads to the tensile frac-
ture damage of sandstone [27]. Thus, under wetting–dry-
ing cycles, the clay minerals have been experienced the 
cyclic states of "dilatation–contraction" and "high–low 
stress", leading to crack propagation and coalescence in the 
interior of the rock. Finally, connection capability between 
minerals in the rock is reduced, resulting in the deteriora-
tion of sandstone pore structure and rock debris spalling.

4.2 Role and effect of chemical erosion in sandstone 
deterioration
Due to the high contents of clay minerals (30.2%) in the 
specimens, the process of  "expansion–contraction" caused 
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by the "saturation–dehydration" of clay minerals is the 
major factor that causes sandstone deterioration whether 
in a neutral or alkaline water environment. The similar T2 
spectrum characteristics of specimens under neutral and 
alkaline water conditions also support this view (Fig. 6). 
However, compared to the T2 spectrum distributions of 
the specimens in a neutral water environment, the smaller 
pores and fractures (0.0005–0.015 μm) in the specimens 
show distinctly negative growth under alkaline condi-
tions (Fig. 7). This reflects the differences in the damage 
way of the sandstone in neutral and alkaline water envi-
ronments. The micro-surface texture of quartz interacted 
with hydroxide ion of alkaline water shows remarkable 
corroded pores (Fig.  10), instead of the micro-cracks in 
the quartz (Fig. 9) caused by physical mechanics in neutral 
water (discussion in Section 4.1). Such phenomena reveals 
that the dissolution leads to the different damage way of 
micro-structure for the specimens reacted with alkaline 
water. When quartz is attacked by the hydroxide ion of 
alkaline water, it dissolves as follow [25]:

SiO 2OH H SiO2 2 4

2
15 785� � �� �� ( kJ/ mol)�G . .	 (1)

The dissolution of the quartz makes many ions free 
from the framework and go into pore-water, leading the 
increase in the porosity of the specimens. Due to such 
erosion process altered minerals from the exterior to 
the interior (Fig.  11(b)), it not only promotes the expan-
sion of smaller pores and fractures to form larger ones, 

resulting in the negative growth of smaller pores and 
fractures (Fig.  7), but also leads to the more increment 
of larger pores and fractures (0.3–10 μm) in the alkaline 
water environment than that in the neutral water environ-
ment (Fig. 7). In addition, the pores and fractures formed 
by chemical erosion provide more available space for clay 
minerals during the water absorption and expansion pro-
cess. Such "buffering effect" prevents quartz particles 
from being crushed in microcosm (Fig. 10) and makes 
rock debris spalling evidently weaker than that in the neu-
tral water environment in macroscopic (Fig. 8). 

Although the chemical erosion can relieve the compres-
sive stress from the clay minerals expansion in the water, 
the "water absorption expansion–water loss contraction" 
of clay minerals further leads to pore expansion, which 
increases the reaction area and promotes further chemi-
cal erosion. Therefore, wetting–drying cycles can effec-
tively promote the development of pores in sandstone and 
then significantly weaken the cementing property between 
framework minerals, eventually causing rocks to evolve 
gradually into a loose porous structure.

4.3 Relationship between the swelling amount and 
swelling force of clay minerals
Expansive rocks (soils) exert macroscopically expansive 
effects due to the water absorption of clay minerals. Under 
unconstrained conditions, this expansion effect is com-
pletely converted into volume expansion (such as the free 

Fig. 11 Model diagram of the mineral evolution process of sandstone; (a) neutral wetting-drying cycles, (b) alkaline wetting-drying cycles
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swelling rate test); however, if rigid structures or load con-
straints exist, then the expansion effect is partially con-
verted into expansion, and the rest is converted into a gen-
eral swelling force (such as the swelling force test) [30]. 
For the argillaceous quartz sandstone used in this study, 
the framework mineral quartz not only supports rock 
structures, but also restricts the clay minerals from fully 
expanding. Therefore, in accordance with the tests of a 
pressurized expansion method [30], we establish the rela-
tionship between the swelling amount and swelling force 
to explore the meso-mechanical relationship between 
swelling force and porosity.

When constraints exist, the test data of the remolded 
expansive rock (soils) [31] indicate that the logarithmic 
swelling force (Pe) is negatively linearly correlated with 
the expansive strain (ε):

lg .P A B Re � � �� �� 0 99 ,	 (2)

where A and B are regression coefficients (A < 0 and B > 0).
Consider the following conditions:
1) When strain (ε) is 0 (maximum constraint), the max-

imum swelling force, lg Pe max = B, is obtained.
2) When strain (ε) is the maximum (completely uncon-

strained), it is also the unloaded expansion rate (δH), and 
thus, the swelling force is Pe(δH). Equation (2) can be 
expressed as lg Pe(δH) = AδH + B. A positive linear correla-
tion exists between unloaded expansion rate (δH) and water 
content (w), as follows [31]:

�H aw b R� � �� �0 95. .	 (3)

Moreover, the relation among expansion strain (ε), 
swelling force (Pe ), and unloaded expansion rate (δH) is 
established as follows:

� �� � �f Pe H ,	 (4)

where f(Pe ) is the function of swelling force (Pe ).
3) When strain (ε) is ε (partial constraint): lg Pe = Aε + B.
According to the three aforementioned conditions, the 

relation between swelling force (Pe) and expansion strain 
(ε) can be obtained as follows:

f P
P P

P Pe
e e

e H e

� � � �
� � �

lg lg

lg lg

max

max�
.	 (5)

Given that swelling force is close to zero under no load,  
δH is set as the swelling rate under 1 kPa restraint stress, 
expressed as Pe(δH) =1 kPa, to simplify the calculation. 
Then substitute this condition into Eq. (5):

f P
P
Pe

e

e

� � � �1
lg

lg max

.	 (6)

In addition, in accordance with Eq. (3), the influence 
of water content change (∆w) during the absorption and 
expansion process can be considered as: 

� ��H a w� .	 (7)

Then, Eq. (6) and (7) are substituted into Eq. (4) as 
follows:

lg
lg

lgmax

maxP
P
a w

Pe
e

e� � �
�

� ,	 (8)

Where �(lg / )maxP a we �  and lg Pe max are the regression 
coefficients A and B in Eq. (2), respectively. 

Pe max is determined by the material properties and ini-
tial state of clay minerals, representing the maximum 
stress value without deformation. Thus, coefficient B can 
be regarded as a constant. Furthermore, Eq. (3) shows that 
coefficient A is jointly controlled by coefficient B and ∆δH. 
Therefore, in combination with Eq. (7), it can be inferred that 
coefficient A is determined by water content change (∆w).

Combined with this experimental study, ∆w can be 
regarded as a constant (saturated soaking), and thus, 
�(lg / )maxP a we �  is also a constant. Consequently, a con-
clusion can be drawn from Eq. (8) that swelling force is 
only affected by expansion strain and negatively correlated 
with expansion strain. Moreover, expansion strain  (ε) is 
the maximum space available after the water absorption 
and expansion of clay minerals. Meanwhile, when the 
deformation of framework minerals (quartz) is extremely 
small, the maximum expansion strain of clay minerals can 
reflect the development degree of rock pores, and swelling 
force is also closely related to rock porosity.

In a neutral environment, the reaction rate between 
minerals and solution is extremely slow, and thus, the 
influence of water–rock chemistry on rock porosity can 
be nearly disregarded. Accordingly, the expandable strain 
(ε) of clay minerals after water absorption is limited, lead-
ing to a  larger swelling force inside the sandstone and 
resulting in the extrusion and breakage of quartz parti-
cles. By contrast, the dissolution of quartz significantly 
increases the porosity of sandstone in an alkaline environ-
ment, and the expandable strain (ε) of clay minerals also 
increases after water absorption. Therefore, the swelling 
force inside the rock is considerably reduced in this case, 
which is also the primary reason why quartz particles are 
not evidently crushed.
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5 Conclusions 
1.	 The wetting–drying cycles in both neutral and alkaline 

environments can increase the porosity of sandstone, 
and the increase in amplitude is higher in an alkaline 
water environment. In particular, water–rock interac-
tion in a neutral environment primarily causes a huge 
increase in medium porosity (0.015–0.6 μm). In an 
alkaline environment, water–rock interaction results 
in significant growth of large pores (0.3–10 μm) and 
slightly negative growth of small pores (0.0005–
0.015 μm), exhibiting differences in pore structures.

2.	 Under the condition of wetting–drying cycles in 
a neutral environment, the "saturation–dehydration" 
of clay minerals causes the interior of sandstone to 
experience a "dilatation–contraction" process. This 
process demonstrates that new micro-cracks are not 
only initiated under the action of swelling force, but 
micro-cracks also gradually connect to form through-
cracks, leading to the breakage of framework mineral 
quartz particles.

3.	 In an alkaline water environment, quartz particles 
are significantly dissolved, resulting in a significant 
increase in sandstone porosity. Although this effect 
provides a buffer space for the absorption and expan-
sion of clay minerals, which weakens swelling force 
inside the sandstone, it also continuously weakens 
cementation capability between framework miner-
als and causes the rock to evolve into a loose porous 
structure.

4.	 Compared with previous research focusing on the 
relationship between the mechanical properties and 
microstructural changes, our study has suggested that 
the alteration behavior of minerals is an important 
factor in controlling the evolution of the mesoscopic 
structure of rocks. Therefore, the study of water–rock 
interaction in a reservoir's fluctuation zone and the 
prevention and control of possible geological disas-
ters should be based on mineralogy analysis com-
bined with water environment and other factors.
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