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                       It may surprise you to learn that brilliant, 
beautiful, and bubbly Mindy Kaling’s next 

           role is that of Disgust in the animated film 
     Inside Out. But Mindy’s never been one for 
                convention. Sitting down with InStyle Editorial
Director Ariel Foxman, she opens up about 

          the merits of being a #girlboss, the pitfalls 
           of being a role model, and why she

   will always prefer to pay retail
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 “Excited to see you! And have you
see my messy office. Which I did clean for you, but it’s still messy.” • Mindy is 
texting me. I am on a plane, heading from N.Y.C. to L.A. Thirty thousand feet 
up in the air, somewhere over the Midwest, I am rereading Mindy’s first book, 
Is Everyone Hanging Out Without Me? (And Other Concerns), literally laughing 
out loud and messaging with the author. Surreal. We text some more. We 
review topics we’ll definitely want to address in the interview: fashion, TV, 
magazines. • “You’re the first Indian-American woman on our cover.” • “And I 
insist on being the last.” I laugh out loud again. “That’s really cool!” • The 
following morning, I am getting ready in my room at the Sunset Tower Hotel. 
Soon, I will head out to Mindy’s corner office at Universal Studios. We are 
texting again. • “How’s Katsuya for lunch?” Mindy’s going to order in.

AZZEDINE 
ALAÏA

Rayon-blend dress from 
Barneys New York.

Solange Azagury-
Partridge 18kt gold 

bangle. Michelle Campbell 
gold vermeil ring. 

Boss calfskin sandals.

InStyle / JUNE 2015 185

“Perfect,” I reply while shaving.
“Have any favorites, or should I boyfriend this?”
“Boyfriend it.”
When I do finally arrive at Mindy’s bright and inviting 

top-floor office, I am struck not by its cleanliness but by 
the large garment rack filled with poppy designer cloth-
ing smack-dab in the center of the room. A totem to maxi-
malism. Mindy, in a prim raspberry Alexander McQueen 
jumper and striped Chloé blouse, greets me, then offers 
me a Perrier from her mini-fridge. “We stocked up on 
fancy New York things because you were coming.”

Fancy quickly fades to fun, friendly, and informal. 
Enough sushi for a family of 10 arrives. Mindy kicks off her 
Valentino pumps and sits on the ground. We get started.

ARIEL FOXMAN: I’m always struck by how populist 
you are in your overall approach. Yet some of the hu-
mor on The Mindy Project is blink or you’ll miss it, 
very sophisticated. Are there ever moments in the 
writers’ room when you think, We can’t put that in?
MINDY KALING: There was one joke that I’m surprised 
was not flagged. The character Danny doesn’t want 
Mindy to go back to San Francisco to start a fertility 
clinic; he wants her to stay in New York, stop working, 
and take care of their family, and she’s like, “No, Danny, 
it’s the 20th century.” She’s both defiantly modern and 
wrong about basic facts. She’s like, “It’s the 20th cen-
tury, Danny. A woman can work and have a baby with 
no problem. I mean, rich women can.” It was such a risky 
joke, but I find it utterly true. The only people writing 
those articles [about having it all] are women who are 
doing very well or come from money. But we make it 
sound like it’s a totally universal thing. 

So what happened? Fox let us keep it! Fortunately, I 
think that the show moves so quickly that sometimes 
our most [potentially] offensive jokes ... people don’t 
even know that they happened. 

Writing for television must be so different than sit-
ting down to write a book. Your first one was a New 
York Times best seller. How does it feel to be a best-
selling author? This is going to make me sound like more 
of a joyless person than I am—because I am very cheerful 
and full of joy—but when something like this happens, I 
get a little superstitious. Sitting and celebrating good 
feelings of success is just not part of my personality. I 
tend to acknowledge it and move on quickly, in a way 
that I wouldn’t if I experienced a setback. So it’s great 
when I’m reminded of it. My dad sends me an email 
every week when he sees that it’s back on the list; he 
checks all the time. 

That’s so sweet. And now you have a second book 
coming out. I wonder, did you consciously hold back 
the first time? We all have our best stories. You go on a 
few dates and you think, Well, now I’ve told my best 
stories. So, in the 2012 book, were you saving some of 
your stories for a Part 2? That’s such a good question, 
and the answer is a little complicated. It almost feels like 

more has happened in the last three years than in my en-
tire life preceding that. Fox picked up my show. My 
mother, who was, like, my best friend, passed away. Those 
friends who were single and making $18,000 a year at a 
nonprofit in that first book are now millionaires who have 
their own apps in a completely different career path and 
children that I’m the godmother of. A lot has transpired.

Did you ever hear from any of the people who are 
referenced in your first book? Not, obviously, the 
people who are still in your life, but, let’s say, the 
Senegalese kid who picked on you? I haven’t spoken 
to the kid who used to call me fat all the time when I 
was in high school. But I heard from someone who went 
to a reunion that he said something like, “That story 
was misleading and wasn’t the truth.” Which is so 
funny because it was very devastating to me as a kid. I 
mean, it was gentle bullying; he wouldn’t be in Bully the 
documentary. He was just an a—hole, and I think he 
was a little upset about [it becoming public], but I was 
like, “You should be upset!” 

I wanted to ask you some questions about being a 
girl boss. Which I guess isn’t an air quote, it’s more of 
a hashtag [both laugh]. Let’s only speak in hashtags. 

Things change when you’re the boss. I’m the editor 
of this magazine, and I was the editor at another mag-
azine before this one. I was saying to my husband 
when he became the principal of a school, as opposed 
to being a teacher, that you lose the group of friends 
that automatically comes along with being workmates. 
Whether you liked it or not, you always have the boss 
to talk about; you always have the work environment 
to complain about. You lose it. You gain a lot, but it be-
comes isolating. It is isolating. I think part of the rea-
son my friendships were so great when I was doing The 
Office is because none of us was the boss.

How do you think your writers would describe you 
as a boss? I would be so curious to hear what they say. I 
know that I’m very demanding and perfectionistic. That 
said, I do think they would acknowledge that I love fun: 
trips, parties, getting dressed up. We go to Vegas every 
year for a writers’ retreat. [Someone walks in and says 
hi.] Ariel’s asking me what I’m like as a boss. I said, “I’m 
pretty demanding, but I like parties.” 

What’s her best quality as a boss?
SONIA (Mindy’s assistant): She’s very decisive and spe-
cific about what she likes. 

What’s her worst quality as a boss? The other best 
quality is that she’s super-fun. The worst quality? That 
she doesn’t have any tolerance for incompetence. I guess 
that’s a good quality, though. 

Unless you’re incompetent [all laugh]. Poor Sonia. 
Sonia’s like, “Oh, god!”

If she’s having a diva moment, what would that 
look like? A diva moment? You don’t really have diva 
moments. [Sonia exits.] 

If you’re having a diva moment, what would it look 
like? My diva moments are probably more tied to a pan-
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icky worry. Sonia will have prepared everything for a 
day and then that morning I wake up and I’m like, I 
don’t want to do any of that; it has to be completely dif-
ferent. But I don’t throw hairbrushes at people or any-
thing like that. I haven’t gotten there yet. 

OK, let’s circle back to the show. You and Danny. 
Once it happened, it’s been off to the races. You’ve 
dealt with long-distance relationships, pregnancy, 
“Am I getting proposed to? Am I not?” First of all, I’m 
so thrilled that you even know these tent poles from the 
season. It’s very flattering that you know that—it’s so nice.

I loved it as a viewer. It seems so unconventional 
for a show to be going through all that in one season. 
Well, it’s a dating show, and we were on our second sea-
son. Forget that I’ve actually only dated, like, four peo-
ple in my life personally. After 46 episodes, it was like, 
“My God, at this point she’s had up to 20 boyfriends.” If 
you go into my writers’ room, you’ll see a picture on the 
wall of every guy that Mindy’s ever dated. We had Seth 
Rogen playing a solider; we had a pathological liar. Every 
iteration of the guy story, we’ve told. Also—unlike say, 
Friends, where the characters start off and they’re in 
their 20s—Danny was 38 when the show started, and 
Mindy’s like 32, 33. He did this dance for her, and the 
way that he’s looking at my character, it’s like, Some-
thing’s got to happen here! He can’t smolder like that 
and have Mindy be like, “Cool! Let’s be gym buddies.”

Let’s talk about Mindy’s style on the show. In L.A. 
people are always talking about “effortless” as a big com-
pliment for how you can dress. The thing with Mindy is 
that there is nothing effortless about her. She is com-
pletely effortful. She wears very complicated looks and 
bright colors and lots of things that people say that you’re 
not supposed to be able to wear. It’s all part of her defi-
ant, confident personality. 

What sort of effort do you make? Are you the type 
of shopper who’s always on the hunt for new, cool 
things? Or are you like the Holy Grail shopper, always 
looking for the same five things? I think I’m very sus-
ceptible [to other people’s style]. We’ll have someone like 
Laura Dern on the show, and I’ll see what she’s wearing, 
and I’m just like, OK, well, that’s obviously the way you 
should dress. Or I’ll meet some cool actress who only 

wears Helmut Lang and Vince, and I’m like, Ugh! That 
looks amazing and chic and everything coordinates with 
everything, and I need to get, like, a ratty T-shirt. I love 
fashion and I love clothes. I read up on what Naomi Watts 
and all these people are wearing. I love to shop, which I 
think is considered a little cheesy in an actress. I like to 
go out and pick my own things. I like to pay for things be-
cause then I know I don’t have any obligations to people.

What about hair and makeup? I love in the book 
how you always refer to people as having these gor-
geous sheets of hair. This might be TMI, but … between 
my eyebrows and my hair, and all over [my arms and my 
legs], I have, like, 10 strands of hair. I’ve never had any 
hair. My entire life with the show has consisted of ways 
to try and maximize these four strands of hair to make 
it look like I am from Tangled or something. Luckily, I 
have a lot of smart, good people whose entire job it is to 
try and make it look like I have more hair than I do. 

In terms of skin care, are you caught up in the aging 
anxiety that seems to be so pervasive in Hollywood? It 
does concern me, but only when I’m not very busy. Com-
pared with the challenge of losing 15 to 20 pounds—
which has been on my wish list since I was 13—aging 
does not bother me. My mom washed her face with a bar 
of soap and used Oil of Olay every night, and she didn’t 
have a single wrinkle. Of course, my mom didn’t live in 
L.A., where basically every woman looks like a desic-
cated palm frond. People here age faster. 

In your book there’s a picture of your parents. Your 
mom looks so elegant and glamorous. And she was an 
ob-gyn, like your character on the show. Growing up, 
what sort of influence did she have on your sense of 
style? My mom was extremely put together. It was im-
portant to her that my brother and I also looked good. If 
she did not like the way that one of us looked when we 
came to visit her at the hospital, she was not shy. She be-
lieved—and I do too—that when you look good, you per-
form better because you’re more confident in your skin. 

It’s now been a little over three years. What have 
you learned about grief since your mom’s passing? I’ll 
be honest: I don’t think the way that I’ve dealt with my 
mother’s passing has been ideal. I was very lucky that 
the show started up at that time so I could just throw 
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From my 11 
years in Hollywood, 

I have learned 
a secret:

“Good-looking” by Hollywood 
standards is achievable by 

every human on the planet. 
Every average-looking 

American is just a treadmill 
and six laser hair-removal 

sessions away from looking 
like Ryan Gosling.

Asking your 
best friend to be 
a bridesmaid 

is one of the modern 
paradoxes: 

No one actually 
wants to do it, but 
everyone would 

be offended if you 
didn’t ask.

I think the reason 
that such a big 

deal is made of how 
I look is that

women who are my size are so 
rarely seen on TV and film. 

Most women we see onscreen 
are either so thin that they’re 

walking clavicles or so huge that 
their only scenes involve 

them breaking furniture and 
eating whole pies.

The multihyphenate gave us a sneak peek at her forthcoming book, 
Why Not Me? (Crown Archetype, September 29). We defy you not to giggle.
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myself into it and distract myself. But the truth is, even 
though it’s been three years, it still feels like it just hap-
pened. I remember the sound of her voice so distinctly. 
One inadvertent thing I’ve learned from her passing is 
that anything bad could happen to me professionally, 
but it would not be worse than one sad weekend. The ex-
perience of losing my mom was just so much worse than 
anything that could happen to me workwise. I could lose 
all my money, and I would be like, It’s fine. 

Has her passing impacted your feelings about being 
a parent? I don’t have a particular urge to get married, 
but I do know with certainty that I want to have kids, 
because my relationship with her was so special. She 
was so proud of [my success]. She kept clippings of ev-
erything. I know she bored her patients with stories 
about me going to the Golden Globes, showing them pho-
tos of the dresses I was picking between.

She seems like she was an amazing, inspiring woman. 
Speaking of inspiring, let’s talk a bit about your being the 
first Indian-American woman on our cover. I know, it’s 
thrilling. 

In your book, you acknowledge that, “I could be the 
woman of color on all these panels, and I can represent,” 
but at the same time, you point out that white guys who 
are juggling similar high-pressure jobs are not spending 
their time on panels. People get a little upset with me 
because I don’t spend more time talking about race or 
what it’s like being a girl boss in Hollywood. But it’s for 
the reason you said: I have a job—two jobs—that require 
an enormous amount of maintenance. I don’t want to 
jeopardize this show by spending too much time reflect-
ing on my otherness, if that makes sense. 

Yes. There’s an infinite need … but there’s only so 
many Mindy Kalings. I would love to write op-ed pieces 
and go to panels and talk about this with women be-
cause I do think what I’ve seen is valuable. But what I’ve 
also seen about people who are truly successful is that 
they work harder than anyone. 

When you look at television today and you see what’s 
really bubbling up ... I look at your show, Empire, Ameri-
can Crime, How to Get Away With Murder ... it does feel 
like what’s really resonating is a face of multiculturalism. 
Yeah, absolutely. The way that TV shows look now is so 

different than when I first came out here more than a de-
cade ago. People are not scared about casting or writing 
shows that have diverse stars in them. Whether it’s Fresh 
Off the Boat, or my show, or any of Shonda Rhimes’s 
shows, it seems weirder now to see a show where one of 
the main characters is not a minority. 

Do you think the same is true in film? What are your 
thoughts about the latest Ghostbusters casting news? 
[In Kaling’s first book she proposes an all-girl sequel to 
the two blockbusters, suggesting a cast comprising her-
self alongside Emily Blunt, Taraji P. Henson, and Natalie 
Portman. A female cast was announced in late 2014. 
Kristen Wiig, Melissa McCarthy, Kate McKinnon, Leslie 
Jones, and Cecily Strong will be picking up the proton 
packs.] I think it’s great they went with an all-female 
cast, like they did with Bridesmaids. That was really one 
of the funniest movies I have seen in my entire life. The 
great thing about the cast is that everybody in it is 
straight-up funny. With comedies, they’ll often cast an 
actress who’s, like, superhot but not funny, and the pro-
ducers will be like, “Isn’t she hilarious?” No, women are 
smarter than that—they know that this person is not 
funny. I was really proud of [director] Paul Feig for 
pushing to have that cast. 

Tell us about your new animated film, Inside Out. This 
movie is absolutely the perfect choice for me because it 
takes place inside the mind of an adolescent girl, and the 
characters are the emotions I have always had. I saw the 
film with the rest of the cast two weeks ago. It’s so beau-
tiful and funny, and I’m very hard on things. I cried, 
like, three times. I am really excited about it.

What emotion do you play? I play Disgust. 
Did you get to pick your emotion? No. 
So they called you and said, “Will you be Disgust?” 

They called me to be Disgust, and I was like, “Well, what 
does that mean?” She’s just very protective and disdain-
ful of anything that the girl sees and wants to do. When 
you see the movie, you’ll see. I completely get why they 
would pick me. 

Has it always been a dream of yours to play an ani-
mated role? I’ve wanted to do voice-over stuff since I was 
young. And as you’ll hear when you listen to this inter-
view tape later, I sound like an adolescent girl.  n

I think the 
perception to some 

is that I sit in a 
candy-colored office, 

surrounded by giggling 
tweens, where we spend all day 

comparing whale tails and 
calling boys, not unlike Katy 
Perry’s video for “California 

Gurls.” I wish that were my life, 
but sadly, it’s not. I would love 
to have Snoop Dogg waiting in 

my office in a cupcake-print suit 
to tell all my problems to. 

Wouldn’t we all?

People get scared 
when you try 

to do something, especially when it
 looks like you’re succeeding. 

I will freely admit: My 
relationship with B.J. Novak 
[near right] is weird as hell.

He is not my boyfriend, but he is not 
exactly my best friend. I guess you could 

describe our relationship as “a romantically 
charged camaraderie with loud argu-

ments,” but I don’t think Facebook would 
accept this as a new status.


