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How is Internal Resonance Possible? — An Inquiry into
Resonance Theories Advanced by Zhang Zai and Cheng
Yi

Yuanping SHI
PhD Candidate, Institute for Philosophy, University of Leiden, the Netherlands

Abstract: Northern Song Confucian scholars Zhang Zai and Cheng Yi
creatively formulated the theory of internal resonance along with its
practical implications. Zhang Zai posited that internal resonance
manifests as a dynamic pattern of “motion within stillness,” emphasizing
the significance of the state of “ultimate tranquility” in moral refinement.
The “numinous” (shen) and “earthly energy” (diqi) serve as the driving
forces for the emergence of internal resonance activities within the state
of the great void tranquility. In contrast, Cheng Yi explicitly opposed the
“motion within stillness” model. Instead, he revealed the continuous
inward resonance of Heavenly Principle through its interaction at dual
poles, thus illuminating the potentiality of Heavenly Principle possessing
inexhaustible intrinsic dynamism. At the subjective level, this potential
manifests as proactive sincerity continually emerging amidst resistance to
deviant thoughts. In summary, the internal resonance theories proposed
by Zhang Zai and Cheng Yi respectively feature the “motion within
stillness” of the great void and the “constant motion” of the Heavenly
Principle, representing two distinct patterns of inductive dynamics and
avenues for self-cultivation. The two Confucian scholars expounded the
potentiality of internal resonance from their respective unique
perspectives, thereby infusing novel theoretical implications into
traditional theories of resonance.

Key Terms: Internal Resonance, Non-external Movement, Non-external
Inductance, Zhang Zai, Cheng Yi
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