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CHAPTER ONE

In 1631, Mumtaz Mahal died in Burhanpur. Today, 
the city is in India. Then, it belonged to the powerful 

emperor Shah Jahan. He and Mumtaz adored each 
other. Mumtaz served as one of her husband’s most 
trusted advisors. They had 14 children together. They 
rarely spent time apart. Even when Shah Jahan went to 
war, he insisted Mumtaz come with him.

After her death, Shah Jahan left his throne to grieve. 
Stories said he returned months later with white hair.

Shah Jahan wanted to honor his beloved Mumtaz. In 
1632, work began on a spectacular building. Thousands 
of workers joined artists from many nations on the 
project. White marble covered the outside. Carvings 
dotted with precious stones filled the inside. The 
building, known as the Taj Mahal, remains one of the 
world’s most beautiful structures. People around the 
world consider it a symbol of the power of love.

Three Little Words, 
One Giant Question
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What is love? Philosophers, or thinkers 
who study ideas, wrestled with the question 
thousands of years ago. Human beings have 
asked it every day since then. Artists paint, 
dance, and write songs in search of an answer. 
Researchers scan the brains of people to see if 
science can explain love.

Two professors, William R. Jankowiak and 
Edward F. Fischer, looked at stories told by 
people from all over the world. Over 90 
percent of the cultures they studied told 
stories about love. Like language and music, 
love seems to be universal.

Where love is, 
no room is too small.

—The Talmud

ONCE UPON A BALCONY
Romeo and Juliet is a love story about two people 

whose families hate each other. But that doesn’t stop 
Romeo. He sneaks beneath Juliet’s balcony just to see 
her. “Juliet is the sun,” he exclaims when she appears. 

He also claims her eyes outshine the brightest stars.



LOVE CHEMICALS
Love makes our brains release chemicals. 
Noradrenaline makes our hearts pound. Dopamine 
makes us feel silly-happy. Serotonin focuses our 
thoughts on a person. Oxytocin, on the other hand, 
settles us down. It pushes us to trust. Scientists 
believe it helps us feel attached to others.

Chapter ONE
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Love is an 
inspiration. Love is a 
mystery. Love affects 
us all. Mahatma 
Gandhi put it simply: “Where there is love there is life.” 
Empedocles of Acrahas (495–444 BCE) believed love held 
together the building blocks of the universe.

But what is love? Thinkers have long tried, and failed, to 
answer the question. Professor, author, and activist, bell 
hooks wrote a book called All about Love. As she said, “We 
use the word love in such a sloppy way that it can mean 
almost nothing or absolutely everything.”

A philosopher begins by stating what he or she plans to 
discuss. With that in mind, let’s say What Is Love? explores 
the kinds of love we feel for others every day. It may be a 
love we barely notice. It may be a love we rely on. It also 
may be a love that can be absolutely everything.

Three Little Words, One Giant Question

Mahatma Gandhi
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