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Plot Summary 

The movie “All the President’s Men” is about two young reporters for the Washington Post in 

the 1970’s, Carl Bernstein and Bob Woodward, who break a story involving corruption, 

conspiracy and fraud within the top ranks of American government, a corruption that eventually 

causes many top officials to be convicted of felonies and the president at the time, Richard 

Nixon, to resign from office. . While researching a story about a botched 1972 burglary of 

Democratic Party headquarters at the Watergate apartment complex, green Washington Post 

reporters/rivals Woodward (Robert Redford, who also exec produced) and Bernstein (Dustin 

Hoffman) stumble on a possible connection between the burglars and a White House staffer. 

With the circumspect approval of executive editor Ben Bradlee (Jason Robards), the pair digs 

deeper. Aided by a guilt-ridden turncoat bookkeeper (Jane Alexander) and the vital if cryptic 

guidance of Woodward's mystery source Deep Throat (Hal Holbrook), Woodward and Bernstein 

"follow the money" all the way to the top of the Nixon Administration. Despite Deep Throat's 

warnings that their lives are in danger, and the reluctance of older Post editors, Woodward and 

Bernstein are determined to get out the story of the crime and its Presidential cover-up. Once 

Bradlee is convinced, the final teletype impassively taps out the historically explosive results.   

 

The movie talks about how the story first started, with Woodward being given the task to report 

on the break-in at Democratic National Headquarters at the Watergate Hotel. Learning one of the 

men involved is a recently retired Central Intelligence Agency member, Woodward becomes 

suspicious as to what he was doing involved in such a case. He also realizes that the five who 

were charged in the break-in had lawyers present without even making a phone call to say they 

had been arrested. 

 

 It was all strangely peculiar and suspicious, so Woodward starts poking around more and using 

his investigative reporting skills to find out more. Bernstein realizes that something is up and 

decides to help Woodward out. They both want the story. They both know there is more to it 

than meets the eye. They luck out and the editors decide to give the story to these two young 

reporters. Through the help of anonymous sources and investigative tactics, Woodward and 

Bernstein keep digging at the surface until they realize that this goes beyond the break-in at the 

Democratic National Headquarters and continues up the ladder to people at the White House. 

Eventually, though they run into dead ends at every turn, these two young reporters break a story 

that no one else had, or at least no one else would reveal. They allowed the country to see that all 

of the top government agencies; the FBI, the CIA and the Justice Department were involved in 

fraud, conspiracy and corruption.  

 
Overview of Watergate 
During his first term in the White House, President Nixon increasingly behaved as though there 

should be no limits on his power. He shifted much of the authority of the cabinet, whose 

appointments required Senate approval, to his personal White House staff. He also hid vital 

information from Congress and the public. 



 

In 1971, Nixon ordered his staff to compile an "enemies list" of critics who opposed his policies. 

After Daniel Ellsberg's leak of the Pentagon Papers, Nixon told aide Charles Colson, "Do 

whatever has to be done to stop these leaks. . . . I want it done, whatever the cost:' The White 

House organized a secret unit called the plumbers that included former agents of the CIA and 

Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI). The group was ordered to stop leaks and to carry out a 

variety of illegal actions in the name of ‘national security.’ 

By 1972, these secret activities had grown into a full-scale effort to ensure Nixon's re-election. In 

June five men were caught breaking into the offices of the Democratic National Committee in 

the Watergate office and apartment complex in Washington, D.C. They were carrying wiretap 

equipment and other spying devices. It was soon discovered these men were being paid with 

funds from Nixon's campaign organization, the Committee to Re-elect the President (CRP). 

 

The White House denied any link to the break-in, calling it a "third-rate burglary." However, 

Washington Post reporters Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein kept digging for the truth. A high-

level source known as Deep Throat informed them that White House officials and the CRP had 

hired 50 agents to sabotage the Democrats' chances in the 1972 election. 

 

Despite the Watergate break-in, Nixon won re-election in 1972 by a landslide. By the spring of 

1973 both the executive and the legislative; branches of government were investigating the 

charges of criminal activities and the attempted cover-up. Senator Sam Ervin of North Carolina 

led the Senate investigation into the scandal known as Watergate. One of the witnesses was 

James McCord, a former CIA agent who had taken part in the Watergate break-in. McCord 

admitted that top White House officials had helped plan the break-in. He linked the cover-up to 

"the very highest levels of the White House." McCord's admissions broke the case wide open. 

 

The biggest bombshells were yet to come, however. In May 1973 live television coverage of the 

Senate hearings began. Across the nation millions of Americans watched as senators grilled 

witnesses and compiled evidence of official misconduct. Several top White House officials were 

eventually convicted in criminal trials and sent to jail. However, Nixon's role in Watergate 

remained unclear. Time and again, Howard Baker of Tennessee, a key member of the Senate 

committee, asked, "What did the president know and when did he know it?" 

 

In June of 1973 Nixon’s former White House attorney John Dean provided the stunning answer.  

The President had been directly involved in the cover-up. The Committee also learned that 

Nixon had taped every conversation in the Oval Office from the beginning of his presidency.  

Investigators believed that the tapes would reveal the truth about Watergate. A battle for control 

of the tapes followed. The Justice Department's special prosecutor, Archibald Cox, demanded 

that the president turn over the tapes. Nixon refused. Citing executive privilege, he claimed that 

releasing the tapes would endanger national security. 

 

In the midst of controversy over the tapes in October of 1973 Vice President Spiro Agnew was 

charged with income tax evasion.  Agnew pleaded no contest to the charge and resigned on 

October 10 in exchange for reduced punishment. Nixon then nominated Gerald Ford, the 

Republican leader in the House of Representatives, for Vice President. 

 



Shortly before Agnew’s resignation, a federal judge ordered Nixon to release the White House 

tapes.  The president refused.  On October 20, after Special Prosecutor Cox demanded that he 

obey the judge's order, Nixon ordered Attorney General Elliot Richardson to fire Cox. Both the 

Attorney General and Deputy Attorney General William Ruckelshaus resigned rather than obey 

the president. The task of firing Cox fell to Solicitor General Robert Bork, who comp1ied. This 

series of events, known as the Saturday Night Massacre, outraged the public and led to calls to 

impeach Nixon.  In his own defense, Nixon declared, “People have a right to know whether or 

not their President in a crook.  Well, I am not a crook.” 

 

Nixon eventually agreed to release some of the White House tapes, but he resisted turning over 

the entire set. Not until July 1974, when the Supreme Court rejected Nixon's argument of 

executive privilege, did Nixon abandon his efforts to keep the tapes. About the same time that 

the Court announced its ruling, the House Judiciary Committee held nationally televised debates 

on whether to impeach Nixon. 

 

With the release of the Nixon tapes, Americans discovered the truth. Nixon had directed the 

Watergate cover-up and had authorized illegal activities. The House Judiciary Committee 

recommended that impeachment charges be brought against him. Facing almost certain 

impeachment by the full House, Nixon finally accepted his fate. On August 8, 1974, he told the 

nation: "I shall resign the presidency effective at noon tomorrow." 

 

On August 9, 1974, Vice President Gerald Ford was sworn in as the 38th president. He then 

nominated Governor Nelson Rockefeller of New York for vice president, and Congress 

confirmed his choice. For the first time in U.S. history, both the president and vice president held 

office by appointment, not election. 
 
Questions for All the President’s Men.      
 

1. Who are Woodward and Bernstein? 

2. How did Woodward establish a link between the burglars and White House? List the 

people he identified, and the positions they held. 

3. Who was Deep Throat? As of 2002, Woodward and Bernstein have not identified him. 

What is the importance of newspaper reporters keeping their sources confidential? What 

are the problems with it? 

4. What did Bernstein learn from “the accountant”? 

5. Who was John Mitchell? What was his role? How did Deep Throat verify Mitchell’s 

involvement? 

6. In the Oath of Office, what does the President swear to do? 

7. What happened to those involved in the cover-up? What happened to Nixon? 

8. Who was Deep Throat? 

 


