Nonlinear Circuit Analysis – An Introduction
1. Why nonlinear circuits?
Electrical devices (amplifiers, computers) are built from nonlinear components. In order
to understand the design of these devices, a fundamental understanding of nonlinear
circuits is necessary. Moreover, nonlinear circuits is where the “real engineering” comes
in. That is, there are no hard and fast rules to analyze most nonlinear circuits – you have
to use your brain! But, to make your life easy we will start with some systematic
methods to analyze op-amp nonlinear circuits.
This chapter is organized as follows: first we will talk about what makes a circuit
nonlinear. Next, we will see a very useful nonlinear circuit – the negative resistance
converter. Then we will see an application of the negative resistance converter: the
oscillator.
2. What is a nonlinear circuit?
It is easy to understand the difference between a linear and a nonlinear circuit by looking
at the difference between a linear and a nonlinear equation:
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The x-y graph of each function is shown below:

Figure 1. A linear versus nonlinear function

You can see that if the x-y graph of function is a straight line, then obviously the function
is linear. But, what about functions like the absolute value:

Figure 2. The absolute value function is piece-wise linear

The function above is still classified as nonlinear because we cannot write the function in
the form y = ax+b.
In the circuit world, we have i-v graphs. Therefore, we classify a circuit as linear or
non-linear by examining its i-v graph. If the i-v graph of the circuit is a straight line,
then the circuit is classified as linear. Note that the definition can be extended even to
circuit elements. For instance, a resistor's i-v graph is a straight line, hence it is a linear
device.
3. The Negative Resistance Converter
Consider the op-amp circuit shown below:

Figure 3. The Negative Resistance Converter

The goal is to derive the i-v graph at the terminals indicated. First, notice this op-amp

circuit has both positive and negative feedback. In an op-amp you know that no current
flows into the inverting terminal, so we can easily find the relationship between i, Vo and
V using Ohm's law:
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You should understand from the passive sign convention why the numerator is v – Vo,
NOT Vo – v. Equation (3) above does have an i-v relationship. However, we need to
eliminate Vo. Here is where the positive feedback helps us. Again, the current flowing
into the non-inverting terminal of the op-amp is zero. The trick is to spot the voltage
divider at the non-inverting terminal. Since no current is flowing into the non-inverting
terminal, Ra and Rb are in series as shown below:

Figure 4. The voltage divider between the output terminal and the non-inverting terminal

Vp (the voltage at the non-inverting terminal) can be easily found using the voltage
divider:
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But, Vp = Vn (we are assuimg the op-amp is in the linear region). Notice however from
figure 3 that v = Vn. Substituting in (5):

Vo



Ra

Rb
Rb

v

(6)

Substituting (6) in (3), we get an i-v relationship for the op-amp operating in the linear
region:
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Simplifying:
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The i-v graph for the circuit when the op-amp is operating in the linear region is shown
below:

Figure 5. The i-v graph of the circuit when the op-amp is in the linear region.

You can see why the circuit is called a “negative-resistance converter” - the i-v graph is
a straight line but unlike a resistor, it has a negative slope. Also notice the circuit is still
“linear” - the graph is a straight line. Intuitively, this makes sense. The op-amp is the
device in the circuit that causes the nonlinearity. This will occur if the op-amp is
saturated. Since we derived the segment in figure 5 by assuming the op-amp is linear, the
i-v graph is a straight line.
Let us see what happens when the op-amp saturates. Let us take consider the negative
saturation region. That is, Vo = Vnn. Equation (3) is still valid since no current enters the
inverting or non-inverting terminal even if the op-amp is saturated:
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However, to plot the function above we have to figure out for what value of v is the opamp saturated.
Intuitively, you know any op-amp obeys the op-amp equation in the linear region:
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where Vo is the voltage at the ouptut, A is the open loop gain (usually huge like 106), Vp is
the voltage at the inverting terminal and Vn is the voltage at the noninverting terminal.
The op-amp will then rail to Vnn if Vp < Vn, in other words if Vn > Vp. In our circuit, Vn
is v (refer to figure 3). Therefore if v > Vp, then the circuit will rail to the Vnn. That is,
Rb
Vnn (from equation (4)). Therefore,
Vo = Vnn. Then, Vp becomes V p
Ra R b
the point when the op-amp switches from linear to saturation is when Vn = Vp or
Rb
v
Vnn . Now, Vnn is usually negative (like -12 V for the LM741 opRa R b
amp). That is why in figure 5 I have extended the graph to the negative v region.













Which way does the i-v graph extend when the op-amp is saturated. If you look at
equation (9), you can see that if Vnn is negative then i has to be positive. The reason is:
Rb
Vnn . Therefore, the
v will always be smaller than Vnn since v
R a Rb
numerator in equation (9) is always positive. If you stare at figure 3 long enough you
will realize that when the op-amp is saturated with Vo = Vnn then Vo is at the lowest
possible voltage in the circuit. Therefore current i in figure 3 has to flow from left to
right, since v is higher than Vo. This is in the direction of positive current. By symmetry,
the argument(s) above apply for the positive saturation and hence we can complete figure
5:







Figure 6. The i-v graph of the negative resistance converter.

That concludes the derivation of the i-v graph for the negative resistance converter. An
important observation is the manner in which we derived the graph. We really did not
use any “step-by-step” method to derive the result. Rather, we used our intuitive
knowledge of how the op-amp works. This is what I call “real-world engineering”. But,
as I promised you earlier, you can solve a lot of nonlinear problems systematically based
on the negative resistance converter. This is the subject of the next section.
4. Oscillators
In this section, we will analyze the negative resistance converter with a capacitor
connected across the v terminal. We will assume the capacitor is initially uncharged,
i.e.., v(0) = 0 volts. The circuit is shown in figure 7 below.

Figure 7. If we attach a capacitor across the input terminals, we will get an oscillatory circuit.

In order to simplify the analysis, we can consider the op-amp as a black box:

Figure 8. Only the input terminals of the negative resistance converter are important, since we already
derived the i-v graph of the circuit.

From figure (8):
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NOTICE THE NEGATIVE SIGN. This is because of the passive sign convention. In
figure 8, the current is leaving the positive terminal of the capacitor so we need to have a
negative sign in equation (11). If you tried to flip the direction of current to get a positive
sign in equation (11), you have to flip the i-v graph for the negative resistance converter!
This is because we derived the i-v graph with the sign convention shown in figure 8. It is
easier to have a negative sign in equation (11) than flipping an entire i-v graph!
One way to analyze the circuit is to realize that we have 3 straight line regions in the
graph: when the op-amp is linear, when the op-amp is in negative saturation and when
the op-amp is in positive saturation. Therefore, we can get a linear model for the circuit
in each region and do the analysis. However, this is cumbersome and not very intuitive.
Let us analyze the circuit intuitively.
differential equations:
1. Equilibrium Point:

f' t



First, we need some terminology related to

0

The above expression means an equilibrium point is defined when the derivative of the
function is zero. This makes sense physically. Equilibrium is when nothing changes,
mathematically, the derivative has to be zero at equilibrium since derivative means rate of
change.
Next we will classify equilibrium points as stable or unstable. It is easier to see the
classification with an example. Let us use our negative resistance converter circuit from
figure 8. The i-v graph is reproduced below, but now I have added other information:

Figure 9. The dynamic route and equilibrium points for the circuit in figure 8.

f' t

First, let us find the equilibrium points. If
equation (11) since it has a derivative.

dv
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Equation (14) implies the equilibrium points lie on the x-axis. Figure 9 shows the only
equilibrium point for this circuit – (0,0). Notice equation (14) intuitively makes sense.
At equilibrium, capacitors are fully charged (or discharged) since all the transients have
died out. That is, a capacitor is an open circuit at equilibrium - the current flowing
through the capacitor at equilibrium is zero.
2. Stability
Figure (9) has some arrows marked on the i-v graph, these indicate the dynamic route of
the circuit and helps us obtain the stability of equilibrium points. The dynamic route
shows how the voltages and current in a circuit change given an initial condition.
Equation (11) again helps us determine the dynamic route. From equation (11);

i



0

v'

!

0 C

"

0

i

# 0$

v'

%

0 C

&

0

(15)
(16)

Since C is always positive, equation (11) implies the derivative on v is negative in the
first and second quadrants. The derivative is positive in the third and fourth quadrants.
Suppose we start at a point in the first quadrant. Then, we have to move along the
decreasing direction of v in the graph. This is because the derivative on v is negative
(equation (15), i > 0 in first quadrant). This is indicated by the two arrows in figure 9.
In a similar manner, you can derive the dynamic route for the other regions in the graph.
Now, you can see why (0,0) is unstable. The arrows close to (0,0) point in the opposite
direction. If you start at (0,0), it is practically impossible to stay there. You either move
up or down in figure 9. Where you move depends on the noise in the circuit. It is a
technical detail and you need not be concerned with it.
Figure 10 shows the other possibilities for stability. I also show a mechanical analogy.

Figure 10. Two instances of instability and one instance of stability. Although the middle example is
metastable (unstable in one direction), we still classified as unstable because you do not want your circuit
operating at such a point. If noise in your circuit causes the voltages or currents to move in the wrong
direction, then you are in trouble! The value will increase without bound and if it is not controlled
properly, it may create a dangerous situation.

The other point(s) of interest in the circuit are where two arrows meet – in the second and
fourth quadrants in figure 9. Now, the circuit cannot stop once the voltage and current
reach the value. The points are not equilibrium points (i does not equal zero). So, what
happens? Turns out, one of the variables (current in our case) jumps instantaneously.
These are indicated by the dotted lines in figure 9, the direction of jump is also shown.
These points are also called impasse points. Notice how the jump is along values of
constant voltage. Physically, this makes sense. Voltage across a capacitor cannot change
instantaneously, so the current jumps.
Now, you can see how the circuit oscillates. If we start at (0,0), we will eventually reach
one of the impasse points. Then, we have an instantaneous jump. After a while, we will
reach another impasse point and the cycle continues.
Intuitively, why does this circuit oscillate? We know the dynamics of the circuit leads to
the impasse points. Turns out once the circuit reaches an impasse point, the power
supply provides the necessary energy to overcome the impasse point. In other words, you
cannot have an oscillator without a power supply. Mechanically, think about a simple
pendulum. Physically, you always need to give it “a push” to sustain the oscillation. The
oscillator above is also called as a “relaxation oscillator” - the output is not a sine wave,
but a square wave.
In the concluding section, let us look at a numeric example. For a change, the circuit is
not an oscillator, but the concepts for solving an oscillator problem are exactly the same.
You will have more chances to solve oscillator problems in the homework and lab.

5. An Example
Consider the circuit shown in figure P6.20 (a) where N is described by the i-v
characteristic shown in figure P6.20 (b).
i. Indicate the dynamic-route. Label all equilibrium points and state whether they
are stable or unstable.
ii. Suppose vc(0) = 15 V. Find and sketch vc(t) and ic(t) for t 0 . Indicate all
pertinent information on the sketches.
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