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Explain Plutchik’s Wheel of Emotions

Developed by psychologist Robert Plutchik in 1980, Plutchik’s Wheel of Emotions is a psychoevolutionary framework 
designed to visually classify and map human feelings.

Plutchik proposed that emotions serve an evolutionary survival purpose (e.g., fear triggers the fight-or-flight response, 
disgust prevents us from eating poison). To map these complex internal states, he created a color-wheel model that 
organizes emotions based on three key axes: intensity, polar opposites, and combinations.

The Core Dimensions of the Wheel

1. The 8 Primary Emotions
At the center ring of the wheel sit eight primary emotions, grouped into four pairs of direct polar opposites:

Joy $\leftrightarrow$ Sadness

Trust $\leftrightarrow$ Disgust

Fear $\leftrightarrow$ Anger

Surprise $\leftrightarrow$ Anticipation

2. Intensity (Vertical Gradient)
The wheel uses color saturation and radial distance to represent emotional strength:

Center (High Intensity): The most intense versions of emotions reside at the vibrant core (e.g., Grief, Ecstasy, Rage, 
Loathing).

Middle Ring (Basic Intensity): The standard primary emotions sit here (e.g., Sadness, Joy, Anger, Disgust).
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Outer Ring (Low Intensity): As you move outward, colors fade and emotions become milder (e.g., Pensiveness, 
Serenity, Annoyance, Boredom).

3. Dyads (Emotional Blends)
Just like primary colors mix to create secondary shades, adjacent primary emotions blend together to form dyads 
(complex, secondary feelings):

Why Is the Model Used?
Emotional Literacy: Helps individuals identify and label subtle nuances in what they are feeling rather than relying on 
broad terms like "bad" or "upset."

Psychotherapy & Coaching: Therapists use it to guide patients through tracing intense reactions back to their 
underlying primary emotions (e.g., realizing that aggression stems from underlying fear or anticipation).

AI & Sentiment Analysis: Natural Language Processing (NLP) models frequently use Plutchik’s categories to classify 
human emotional tone in text data. 

Here is an advanced deep dive into Plutchik’s model, exploring the biological rationale for the wheel’s design and the 
complex layers that define the full spectrum of human emotional experience.

The Foundation: Adaptive Purpose and Polar Opposites
Plutchik did not choose his 8 primary emotions randomly. He argued that each primary emotion is linked to a fundamental 
survival reaction or adaptive behavior essential for the propagation of the species. When we feel these emotions, our 
body and mind prime themselves for a specific action.

 

Blended Primaries Resulting Complex Emotion

Joy + Trust Love

Trust + Fear Submission

Fear + Surprise Awe

Surprise + Sadness Disapproval

Sadness + Disgust Remorse

Disgust + Anger Contempt

Anger + Anticipation Aggressiveness

Anticipation + Joy Optimism
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The opposites on the wheel are based on the incompatibility of these adaptive behaviors. You cannot effectively run away 
(Fear) and attack (Anger) at the exact same moment.

Expanding the Spectrum: The Dyads
When you move beyond the eight primary categories, the model becomes exponential in its complexity. The combinations 
of these basic colors form what Plutchik called Dyads—mixtures of emotions that are often more recognizable in daily life.

He divided these blends into three tiers of proximity based on how close they sit to each other on the wheel. This structure 
provides a remarkable toolkit for understanding conflicted, nuanced, or complex emotional responses.

1. Primary Dyads (Neighbors)
These are blends of emotions that sit right next to each other on the wheel. Plutchik considered these secondary emotions 
to be the most common and stable, as the underlying primary feelings are compatible.

Primary Emotion Cognitive Appraisal (The 
Thought)

Goal-Oriented Behavior 
(The Action)

The Functional Purpose

Fear “Something dangerous is 
coming.”

Escape/Retreat Protection

Anger “Something is in my way.” Combat/Attack Destruction (of an obstacle)

Sadness “I have lost something.” Grieve/Signal for help Reintegration

Joy “This is beneficial.” Reproduce/Connect Reproduction & Affiliation

Disgust “This is toxic or repulsive.” Eject/Avoid Rejection

Trust “This is safe and good.” Accept/Groom/Cooperate Affiliation & Bonding

Anticipation “I need to prepare.” Scrutinize/Plan Exploration/Preparation

Surprise “This is sudden and 
unknown.”

Stop/Reorient Orientation

 

 

Common Primary Dyads Constituents

Love Joy + Trust

Awe Fear + Surprise

Optimism Joy + Anticipation

8/9/26, 9:21 AM AI-04584 Plutchik Wheel of Emotions

https://docmost.gravelcloud.com/s/general/p/ai-04584-plutchik-wheel-of-emotions-XGr1gGJM2Z 3/5



2. Secondary Dyads (One Emotion Apart)
These are more complex. Here, emotions combine with those one segment away, often creating internal friction or more 
profound realizations. The components are less directly aligned, and the resulting emotion reflects a deeper conflict.

3. Tertiary Dyads (Two Emotions Apart)
Tertiary dyads represent significantly conflictual combinations. The constituent primary emotions are near-opposites, 
leading to profound psychological struggle or instability in the resulting feeling.

Submission Trust + Fear

Aggressiveness Anger + Anticipation

Remorse Sadness + Disgust

Contempt Anger + Disgust

 

Common Secondary Dyads Constituents The Core Conflict

Guilt Joy + Fear A conflict between pleasure (I did it) 
and perceived threat (I shouldn’t have).

Curiosity Trust + Surprise Safe acceptance (It’s okay) mixed with 
sudden novelty (What is it?).

Sentimentality Trust + Sadness Holding onto social connection (Trust) 
even while acknowledging loss 
(Sadness).

Envy Sadness + Anger The pain of loss (Sadness) mixed with 
hostile desire to remove the source of 
the pain (Anger).

 

Common Tertiary Dyads Constituents The Underlying Conflict

Shame Fear + Sadness A dynamic state of paralysis. Desire to 
escape/hide (Fear) mixed with deep 
defeat (Sadness).

Pessimism Sadness + Anticipation Recognizing loss (Sadness) but being 
unable to prepare (Anticipation) 
effectively, leading to expected failure.

Morbidity Joy + Sadness Simultaneously experiencing 
happiness and grief, a bittersweet but 
deeply conflicting state.
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The Full 3D Model: Plutchik’s Cone
We often view Plutchik's model as a 2D flat wheel, but this is only an abstraction. The true model is a 3D cone.

When you visualize the full cone, you see how intensity and combination are linked:

1. The Tip (High Intensity): At the sharp top of the cone, the central, most intense emotions (like Rage or Grief) 
converge. They are so potent that they tend to overpower and isolate themselves, rarely blending. When you are in a 
Rage, it’s hard to feel anything else.

2. The Base (Low Intensity): At the wide, flat bottom of the cone, emotions are milder (Boredom, Pensiveness). At this 
low level of intensity, emotions blend and overlap easily, creating the quiet, complex states of daily life (like 
daydreaming, where subtle pensive thoughts might blend easily with gentle distraction).

This cone structure explains why extreme emotions feel so overwhelming and pure, while less intense moments are often 
difficult to describe with just a single word.
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