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“These representations are simple and accurate. There are 

no executed prisoners.”

-Arnie Geller, CeO Premier exhibitiOns, inC. 2008

“Premier cannot independently verify that the human 

remains you are viewing are not those of persons who 

were incarcerated in Chinese prisons.”

-Premier exhibitiOns, inC. 2010
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Many human rights violations in China – including limitations on free speech, the wide-
spread intolerance of dissent, the suppression of religious freedom, and even the denigra-
tion of women under the One Child Policy – are well known throughout the world. Almost 
unknown, however, is the profitable trade in the plastinated bodies of Chinese prisoners. 

This trade is made possible by the Chinese government’s extensive use of the death pen-
alty, for both violent and non-violent crimes. Since the 1980s, the Chinese government 
has directly profited from the trade in organs harvested from executed prisoners. The ad-
vent of “plastination” – the process by which human remains are dehydrated and injected 
with plastic polymers in order to be used as models for display – has allowed the Chinese  
Communist regime to profit from the dead in yet another way.   

This report details the ethical minefield companies that display unclaimed Chinese bod-
ies for traveling exhibitions are wading into, and further discusses action consumers and 
legislators can take to ensure these popular exhibitions are ethically produced. 

Executive Summary
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The plastination of human remains became an internationally recognized scientific pro-
cess in 1979, when Dr. Gunther Von Hagens applied for a patent for the process. Plastina-
tion “makes it possible to lend rigidity to soft body parts (e.g., individual muscles, organs 
such as the lungs or a single nerve). As a consequence, even specimens of the entire 
body can be inherently stabilized and posed in such a way that they are actually capable 
of standing…”1 Put more simply, human remains are turned into plastic for the purposes 
of teaching and display. 
 

Since 1979, multiple companies have 
launched traveling exhibitions displaying 
plastinated human body parts and whole 
bodies, the most notable being “Body 
Worlds” and “BODIES…The Exhibition.” 
In the case of “Body Worlds,” standards 
for proving donor consent appear to exist.2  
Recently, however, “BODIES...The Exhibi-
tion” has come under fire for displaying 
the bodies of “unclaimed” Chinese citi-
zens, procured from the Chinese Ministry 
of Public Security. Even more disturbing, 

there is increasing evidence to suggest that many of these bodies may in fact be those 
of executed Chinese prisoners whose ability to give genuine consent is highly dubious. 

1 William Kriz, “Foreword,” in Body Worlds: The Anatomical Exhibition of Real Human Bodies, Gunther von Hagens 

and Angelina Whalley (Heidelberg: Verlagsgesellschaft mbH, 2007), 5.

2 “Body Worlds, Body Donation for Plastination,” http://www.bodyworlds.com/en/body_donation.html (accessed 

June 24, 2010).

Bodies On Display
What is Plastination? 

Even more disturbing, there is 
increasing evidence to suggest 
that many of these bodies may 

in fact be executed Chinese 
prisoners whose ability to give 

genuine consent is highly 
dubious. 
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What is the Problem? 
An Overview of China’s Legal System

 
How do the bodies of executed Chinese prisoners come to be on display in Las Vegas, 
Atlanta, or St. Louis? 

The story begins in China’s vast system of forced labor camps, known as the Laogai. The 
Chinese Communist Party established the Laogai forced labor camp system in the early 
1950s to stifle potential political dissent and drive economic enterprise. Modeled on the 
Soviet Gulag system,1 there are many components to the Laogai system, with the “reform 
through labor” system being the largest and most notorious. At the present time, there are 
at least 1,0072 camps operating inside China housing an estimated 3-5 million prisoners.3

It is not known how many incarcerated within the Laogai system are being held for crimes 
of a political nature. However, China lags behind in the development of the rule of law, 
and due process (i.e. the presumption of innocence and the right to a fair trial) is far from 
guaranteed. While China has embarked on legal reform since 1979, the country still does 
not have an independent judiciary, and judges are appointed and controlled by the Party. 
Legal scholar Klaus Muhlhahn has written, “Good laws and well-designed regulatory sys-
tems do not mean much if Chinese citizens lack the means to protect their rights and 
interests through an independent judicial system that has the authority to enforce govern-
ment and private compliance with the law.”4

Those charged with crimes are not allowed the tools needed to defend themselves ade-
quately. In fact, “the Chinese media recently reported that less than 30 percent of criminal 
cases proceed with the involvement of a defense attorney, and several lawyers interviewed 
indicated that in some places, the rate is between 10 to 20 percent [sic].”5 Meanwhile con-
viction rates for crimes involving State secrets hover around ninety-nine percent.6 This is 
particularly troubling given the wide range of crimes that carry the death penalty; there are 
currently sixty-eight capital offenses under Chinese law,7 including violent crimes, such 
as murder, as well as non-violent crimes, such as tax evasion or stealing state secrets. In 
fact, “state secrets” statutes have eight possible classifications of information for which 
the death penalty can be applied.8

1  Albert Leong, Gulag and Laogai, (Eugene: University of Oregon Press, 1999).

2  Laogai Handbook, 2008-2009 (Washington, DC: Laogai Research Foundation, 2008). 

3  State Department China Report 2007 (Washington, DC: US Department of State, 2007).

4  Klaus Muhlhahn, Criminal Justice in China: A History, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2009), 294-5.

5  CECC Report (Washington, DC: Congressional Executive Commission on China: 2009), 102.

6  “The List: The 10 Worst Chinese Laws,” Foreign Policy, August 18, 2008.

7  Calum Macleod, “China makes ultimate punishment mobile,” USA Today, June 15, 2006. 

8  “State Secrets: China’s Legal Labyrinth,” (New York: Human Rights in China 2008), 41.
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Profiting from Execution 
Where the Bodies Come From

China executes more persons per year than the rest of the world combined.1 There is 
some discrepancy as to the exact number of executions that take place in China each 
year. Between 1990 and 2000, Amnesty International was able to document over 19,500 
executions, while scholar Andrew Nathan estimates that 60,000 were executed between 
1998 and 2001 alone.2 In contrast to these figures, the number of documented executions 
seems to have fallen in recent years, and the Dui Hua Foundation estimates that 5,000 

people were executed in 2007.3  Whatever 
the actual number, the reluctance to dis-
close the true figure to the public indicates 
that the Chinese government sees the 
number of executions carried out in China 
as a potential embarrassment. There may 
yet be another reason for this secrecy. 
There is significant evidence to suggest 
that executions are more than a method 
of punishment; they can also be a source 
of profit.

The Chinese regime is able to profit from the dead bodies of the prisoners it executes 
in two ways: organs harvested from executed prisoners and the plastination and sale of 
prisoners’ bodies to traveling exhibitions.

Sale of Organs of Executed Chinese Prisoners

Chinese medical practices have developed significantly since the early 1980s. Particularly 
of note is the introduction of the drug cyclosporine-A in 1985,  which greatly improved the 
success rate of organ transplantation surgeries in China. Chinese cultural practice dic-
tates the body remain intact at burial.4 As a result, the number of Chinese willing to donate 
their organs has remained small despite rapid medical advances.  With an ever-increasing 

1  “Welcome Reduction in Use of Capital Punishment in China,” Dui Hua Human Rights Journal, June 27, 2008. 

2  Antoneta Bezlova, “Death penalty under the gun in China,” Asia Times Online, January 15, 2003. 

3  “Welcome Reduction in Use of Capital Punishment in China,” Dui Hua Human Rights Journal, June 27, 2008.

4  Coonan and McNeil, “Japan’s rich buy organs from executed Chinese prisoners,” The Independent, March 21, 

2006. 

The Chinese regime is able to 
profit from the dead bodies of the 
prisoners it executes in two ways: 
organs harvested from executed 

prisoners and the plastination 
and sale of prisoners’ bodies to 

traveling exhibitions. 
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demand for transplant surgeries, however, Chinese hospitals and government agencies 
decided to look elsewhere for a supply of healthy organs: China’s prisons. Additionally, 
the advent of lethal injection in China as an alternative form of capital punishment has only 
further contributed to the organ trade. In 2006, it was estimated that 40% of all executions 
in China were performed by lethal injection.1 As lethal injection is a less public method of 
execution, it allows organs to be extracted in a speedier and far more effective manner.2 

In 1994, BBC produced a report that confirmed the practice of harvesting organs from 
executed prisoners was in fact national policy. This was affirmed in 2009 by China’s Vice 
Minister of Health himself, Huang Jiefu, when he publicly announced that 65% of China’s 
organs used in medical transplants come from executed prisoners, though human rights 
groups, including Laogai Research Foundation, have put this figure much higher.3  Exten-
sive testimony has been obtained from doctors4 who have performed these transplants as 
well as from the recipients5 of these illicit organs to confirm not only the existence of the 
practice but also its prevalence. 

Furthermore, many prisoners have given personal accounts concerning the harvesting 
of executed prisoners’ organs. In his testimony before the International Relations Com-
mittee and Government Reform and Oversight Committee of the US Congress, dissident 
and former prisoner Wei Jingsheng provided testimony that a prison guard had in fact 
confirmed the practice and stated that organs were actually removed from prisoners prior 
to their execution.6  Seeking further proof, Wei made an agreement with his cellmate who 
was sentenced to death. If after being taken to where he would be executed, there were 
doctors present to remove his organs, the young man was to cry out, “I’m not sick, I don’t 
need a doctor!” The next day, guards came to take Wei’s cellmate away:

 
I listened for a long time, and when I didn’t hear any sounds of struggle, then 
I became disappointed. Just at that moment I heard a loud and clear voice 
coming from the end of the corridor on death row: “I’m not sick, I don’t need a 
doctor.”…My first feeling was of satisfaction knowing that this evidence finally 
proved this practice. My second feeling was of heaviness, knowing that this 
young man used his life to record an unbelievable crime.7

1  “China makes ultimate punishment mobile,” USA Today, June 15, 2006. 

2  Ibid.

3  Barbara Demick, “China to launch nation-wide organ donation system,” LA Times, August 27, 2009.

4  Guoqi Wang, “Habeas Corpus.” Harper’s Magazine, February 2002.

5  “China probes illegal transplants for 17 Japanese,” Reuters, February 16, 2009.

6  Testimony of Wei Jingsheng on organ trafficking by the Chinese Communist government before the International 

Relations Committee and Government and Reform Oversight Committee, US House of Representatives, June 

4, 1998.  

7  Ibid.



6 BODIES ON DISPLAY: THE RISKS IN TRADING IN HUMAN REMAINS FROM CHINA

P
ro

fi
ting

 fro
m

 E
xecutio

n 

Until recently there was no legal requirement for prisoners to consent to donating their 
organs. Such requirements were enacted in 2007, but given the ease with which such 
documents could be forged or obtained through torture, and the fact that relatives of 
the deceased are still frequently denied access to the bodies of executed prisoners until 
after cremation, the issue of consent is far from settled. The extremely high rate at which 
prisoners seem to give consent for organ donation raises the question of why, if organ 
donation is still so taboo amongst the general Chinese population, is it so high amongst 
prisoners? By contrast, the United Network for Organ Sharing, the nonprofit organization 
charged with administering the US government’s Organ Procurement and Transplantation 
Network, explicitly prohibits even voluntary organ donation by executed prisoners pre-
cisely because truly unforced consent is impossible in the prison setting.1

Sale of Prisoners’ Plastinated Remains

A new and profitable market for the remains of executed prisoners opened up in the 
late 1990s when the techniques for plastinating human remains improved and touring 
anatomical exhibits featuring these plastinated bodies and body parts became popular. 
Despite a 2006 Chinese law prohibiting the sale of human bodies,2 more advanced meth-
ods of execution in China and the large profits to be made from the sale of the remains 
of executed prisoners have allowed this illicit market to thrive. One prominent exhibition, 
“Bodies…The Exhibition,” run by Premier Exhibitions, Inc., admittedly uses unclaimed 
Chinese bodies obtained by the Ministry of Public Security.3

1  “Executive Summary of the Minutes, OPTN/UNOS Board of Directors Meeting.” Richmond, VA, June 26, 2007. 

Full text can be accessed at the website of the Organ Procurement and Transplantation Network. http://optn.

transplant.hrsa.gov.

2  “中国山西门户网站,尸体出入境和尸体处理的管理规定,” http://www.shanxigov.cn/n16/n8319541/n8319627/

n8329030/n8329600/n8332397/8947721.html

3  “Bodies…The Exhibition, The Atlanta Exhibition, Frequently Asked Questions,” http://www.bodiestheexhibition.

com/atlanta/faqs.html (accessed June 24, 2010).
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JULY 2011: LRF UPDATES FINDINGS ON BODY EXHIBITS
 
In July 2010, Laogai Research Foundation published an article on its website 
called “Bodies on Display.” This article was published in reliance on ABC 20/20 
News, the New York Attorney General’s Office, various newspaper reports includ-
ing the New York Times, statements by Premier, and information provided by Gun-
ther von Hagens. Since the article’s publication, ABC has done additional investiga-
tion into these issues and has now updated its reporting. ABC’s update, “The ‘Body 
Show’ Battles: Rival Exhibitors Square Off in Court: Medical Technician Recants 
Claim Made to ABC News to ‘Protect Reputation of China’,” can be found on the 
ABC News website (http://abcnews.go.com/m/story?id=12348566&sid=3029941). 

The Laogai Research Foundation has been informed that ABC News has also provid-
ed Dr. Hongjin Sui with a letter in which ABC acknowledged that the secret witness 
on the 20/20 program, Sun Deqiang, employed by Gunther von Hagens at the time of 
the interview, recanted certain statements he had previously made in his interview with 
ABC News and stated that he had deliberately provided false information to ABC News. 

Since our article in July of last year, we have continued to conduct our own research 
into the origins of the bodies exhibited in “Bodies, … the Exhibition” which is be-
ing displayed by Premier Exhibitions through a license from Dalian Hoffen Bio Tech-
nique and Dr. Sui. As part of our research, we have received information from Dr. Sui 
which indicates that all of the bodies which are on display by Dr. Sui are unclaimed 
bodies obtained from medical universities and the Dalian Medical Examiner. In addi-
tion, as part of our research we have received the sworn statement of a medical pro-
fessional in the U. S. which indicates that these bodies “do not show evidence of 
trauma, physical abuse, or other violent injury associated with torture or execution.” 

A number of statements made in our articles were in reliance on the statements and 
information from others. The nine photographs shown in the July 2010 article on the 
Laogai Website were provided to the Laogai Research Foundation by Gunther von 
Hagens and further information about the photos was provided by ABC News.  In 
sworn testimony from Sun Deqiang, the secret witness in the ABC 20/20 program, 
Sun Deqiang stated that the bodies shown in these nine photographs and pub-
lished in our article were not delivered to Dr. Sui or his companies, and do not ap-
pear in his exhibitions. Sun Deqiang further stated that he did not work for Dr. Sui or 
his companies, and that he did not deliver any bodies to Dr. Sui or his companies. 

Harry Wu and the Laogai Research Foundation regret any harm that any inaccuracy may 
have caused to any innocent persons. 



8 BODIES ON DISPLAY: THE RISKS IN TRADING IN HUMAN REMAINS FROM CHINA

On February 15, 2008, ABC News 
alleged that Premier Exhibitions, 
Inc., purveyor of the “Bodies…. 
The Exhibition” show touring the 
US and Europe, may be display-
ing the bodies of executed Chi-
nese prisoners.1 ABC’s investigative reporting shed new light on the illicit trade in 
bodies in China. Following a lead from Grand Rapids, Michigan, where a couple 
who had ordered a table received a plastinated human head by mistake, ABC 
journeyed to China to learn more about the global body trade.2 The journalists 
managed to contact a “body-broker” who claimed to have purchased more than 
100 bodies from the police in China and sold them to Dalian Hoffen Bio-Tech-
nique Company, Ltd., a plastination lab owned by Dr. Sui Hongjin in northern 

China. The photos at left and on 
the next page depict similar so-
called “body donors” with bound 
hands and fresh blood stains. 
Consistent with Chinese govern-
ment execution methods of the 
time, each “donor” had received 
one bullet wound to the head. 

“Bodies…The Exhibition” was 
supplied with plastinated speci-
mens by the Dalian Hoffen Bio-
Technique Company Ltd. Da-
lian Hoffen was originally a joint 
venture between Dalian Medical 
University in China and Dr. Sui.3 

1  Brian Ross, 20/20.  “Anatomy of a Worldwide Body Trade,” first broadcast on February 15, 2008, 

by ABC. 8:38.

2  “Anatomy of a Worldwide Body Trade,” ABC.  5:25.

3  “Anatomy of a Worldwide Body Trade,” ABC. 14:20.

Case Study
Dalian-Hoffen Biotechnique-Premier Exhibitions

Consistent with Chinese 
government execution methods of 

the time, each “donor” had received 
one bullet wound to the head. 

Bodies of executed prisoners delivered to a plastination 
factory in Jilin, China. The anonymous source of these pho-
tographs also claimed to have delivered bodies to Premier’s 

supplier in Dalian, China.
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A picture featuring the “Bodies…The Exhibition” remains on Hoffen’s homepage 
today.1 The contract between Premier and Dalian Hoffen is reportedly worth $25 
million.2 

Initially, Premier was vague in describing the provenance of its specimens. Spokes-
person Roy Glover claimed in an article in the Columbus Dispatch that the human 
remains were “acquired by legal means with the highest of ethical standards.”3 
Later, Premier hedged, stating that it was utilizing “unclaimed”4 bodies, which it 
said were obtained from Dalian Medical University. “Typically, the families of exe-
cuted prisoners are not even notified that the execution has taken place until after 
the fact, and while they may receive cremated remains of the executed prisoner, 
they cannot claim the bodies, which are essentially the property of the prison.”5 
It was later revealed that the Chinese Bureau of Police had collected these “un-
claimed” bodies.6 An attorney for Premier recently countered allegations that 

1  “大连鸿峰生物科技有限公司,” http://www.hoffen.com.cn (accessed June 25, 2010). 

2  David Barboza, “China Turns Out Mummified Bodies for Display,” New York Times, August 8, 2006.

3  Roy Glover, “Bodies in exhibit on ethical ground,” Columbus Dispatch, September 24, 2007.

4  Sally Kalson, “China ‘Bodies’ exhibit raises heckles here,” Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, June 21, 2007. 

5  Testimony of Harry Wu on import of executed Chinese prisoners bodies for profit before the Commit-

tee on Judiciary, Hawaii House of Representatives, February 10, 2009. 

6  Assurance of Discontinuance in the matter of: Premier Exhibitions, Inc. d/b/a Bodies…The Exhibition, 

issued by the Attorney General of the State of New York on May 23, 2008.

Remains of executed prisoners are disinfected outside a plastination factory in Jilin, China.



10 BODIES ON DISPLAY: THE RISKS IN TRADING IN HUMAN REMAINS FROM CHINA

these bodies are those of 
executed prisoners by say-
ing that the company has 
“never, ever seen any sign 
of trauma or abuse”1 when 
handling bodies from China. 
Since executions in China 
are increasingly carried out 
using lethal injection, how-
ever, the bodies of executed 
prisoners in China would 
not typically show signs of 
abuse.

After ABC ran the story of 
“Bodies…The Exhibition,” 
the Attorney General of New 

York, Andrew Cuomo, began a separate, independent investigation of the exhibit. 
His findings confirmed that: 

the full body cadavers and body parts currently on display in New York 
were originally obtained from China in 2004 by a company called Ex-
hibitions International LLC in 2004...All of the full body cadavers and 
body parts were (in the case of full body cadavers) or derived from (in 
the case of body parts) Chinese citizens or residents. There is no writ-
ten record that any of those persons consented to the plastination and 
exhibition of their bodies and/or its parts. Rather these bodies were 
unclaimed at death, collected by the Chinese Bureau of Police…2

The lack of public information on both executions and the trade in human bod-
ies in China means that determining the true source of these bodies is difficult at 
best.3 This also means, however, particularly given the poor track record of the 
Chinese regime on human rights, the onus must be on foreign corporations to ob-
tain body donations through a system in which consent can be properly verified.

1  “Learning about biology, anatomy and human rights,” St. Louis Today, June 21, 2010, http://interact.

stltoday.com/blogzone/the-platform/published-editorials/2010/06/learning-about-biology-anatomy-

and-human-rights/&print=1 (accessed June 22, 2010).

2  Ibid.

3  David Barboza, “China Turns Out Mummified Bodies for Display,” New York Times, August 8, 2006. 

Executed prisoner prepared for embalming consistent with plastina-
tion. Cremation almost without exception was mandated in dens-
ley populated areas in 1956. (Source: http://china.huanqiu.com/

roll/2010-04/765226.html)
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As previously stated, it is currently against the law in the People’s Republic of China to 
engage in the trade of human bodies for profit. Given the huge potential for revenue, 
however, the police may be incentivized to fuel the illicit trade in bodies for profit. But 
what about in the United States? Are companies who import plastinated human remains 
without knowledge of their origins held to account? In the years since these controversial 
exhibitions first began in the 1990s, various legal and policy-making bodies have reacted 
differently to the problems of consent and import of the human remains on display. Thus 
far, these efforts have largely been undertaken at the state level.

California State Legislature

Majority Whip of the California House of Representatives Fiona Ma was one of the first 
Americans to question the origins of the bodies displayed in a traveling exhibition entitled, 
“The Universe Within,” in San Francisco, CA. In an interview with Laogai Research Foun-
dation, Ma offered what initially caused her to question the exhibitions: “The bodies on 
display were porous, had beads of sweat, and were leaking fluids. This alarming health 
and safety concern sparked my initial attention.”1 Additionally, Ma offered, “As a Chinese-
American, I know that few people in China would voluntarily donate their organs or bodies 
due to the strong cultural and traditional preference of leaving their body intact for burial 
after death. So when I saw the exhibit, I knew something was wrong.”2 
 
At the time of these observations, Ma was County Supervisor and worked with the San 
Francisco County health department to help close the exhibition, authoring the first ban 
of such an exhibit in the country. After her election to the California State Assembly, Rep-
resentative Ma began to notice the prevalence of these anatomical exhibitions through-
out the state of California, and “felt that regulation was needed to protect not only the 
health and safety of Californians, but also the human rights of individuals after death.”3 
On February 23, 2007, Ma introduced Assembly Bill No. 1519, which “with certain excep-
tions, prohibit(s) any person from displaying human remains to the public for commercial 
purposes, as defined without first obtaining a permit from the county.”4 As a condition of 
such a permit, Ma’s legislation required “persons who participate in the public display of 
human remains for commercial purposes to provide evidence of informed consent from 

1  Interview with California House Majority Whip Fiona Ma Laogai Research Foundation, December 15, 2009.

2  Ibid.

3  Ibid.

4  Assembly Bill No. 1519 by Representative Fiona Ma.

Policy Response 
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the decedent or relatives of all humans whose remains are put on display…”1 Ma’s legisla-
tion passed the California State Assembly and the Senate but was vetoed by Governor 
Arnold Schwarzenegger on September 26, 2008. However, her efforts brought national 
media attention to the ongoing problem of the import of executed Chinese prisoners for 
profit by US companies.

Attorney General of the State of New York 

Following ABC’s investigative report in 2008, New York Attorney General Andrew 
Cuomo conducted an inquiry into the business practices of Premier Exhibitions, 
Inc. The Office of the Attorney General found: 1) Premier asserted the full body ca-
davers and body parts displayed in its exhibitions were not those of Chinese prison-
ers and 2) Premier could not confirm where the bodies came from or if consent had 
been obtained.2 As a result of these findings, the Attorney General issued an Assur-
ance of Discontinuance on May 23, 2008, with the following requirements for Premier:  

to disclose that it cannot a) independently confirm that the full body cadavers 
or body parts exhibited by Premier are either not, or did not belong to, Chinese 
prisoners and b) independently confirm that the body parts exhibited by Pre-
mier are not, or did not belong to, Chinese prisoners who were subjected to 
execution, torture or other forms of physical abuse.3 

The Attorney General’s office required Premier to refund the exhibition goers’ ticket price 
(on average $25 to $30), should the inability of Premier to determine the origin of the bod-
ies be a cause for concern for the customer. The settlement also required that Premier Ex-

hibitions, Inc., post the following on its website: 
“This exhibit displays human remains of Chinese 
citizens or residents which were originally re-
ceived by the Chinese Bureau of Police. Premier 
cannot independently verify that the human re-
mains you are viewing are not those of persons 
who were incarcerated in Chinese prisons.”4 This 
disclaimer remains on Premier’s website today.

1  Assembly Bill No. 1519 by Representative Fiona Ma. 

2  Assurance of Discontinuance in the matter of: Premier Exhibitions, Inc. d/b/a Bodies…The Exhibition, issued by 

the Attorney General of the state of New York on May 23, 2008. 

3  Ibid.

4  “Bodies… the Exhibition, New York, Disclaimer,” http://www.bodiestheexhibition.com/newyork/disclaimer.html, 

(accessed June 22, 2010).

Premier cannot independently 
verify that the human remains 

you are viewing are not those of 
persons who were incarcerated 

in Chinese prisons.
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Hawaii State Legislature

In June of 2008, “Bodies…The Exhibition” opened at the Ala Moana Center in Hawaii. 
In correspondence with Laogai Research Foundation, Representative Marcus Oshiro of 
Hawaii’s 39th District offered, “While the exhibit is informative, its educational or health 
related values do not outweigh the moral and ethical concerns regarding the possible 
exploitation of human beings. As such, there should be a law that would prohibit the exhi-
bition of human remains and/or body parts without the consent of the donor.”1 On Janu-
ary 21, 2009, Oshiro offered HB No. 28 Relating to Dead Human Bodies to the House of 
Representatives of Hawaii. Oshiro’s bill states, “No person shall give, offer or promise any 
money or other things of value to any other person in consideration of receiving a dead 
human body.”2 In the first successful attempt at legislating traveling exhibitions where the 
origins of the body were not known, House Bill 28 was signed into law as Act 118 on June 
12, 2009. The law prohibits the display of dead human bodies for commercial profit, and 
imposes a penalty of anywhere from $1,000-5,000 for buying or selling a dead human 
body or displaying it for profit. 

Other State Legislation

As of the time this report went to print, legislation concerning the display of dead human 
bodies with unknown origin had been introduced and sent to committee or adopted as a 
resolution in the states of Florida (2007),3 Pennsylvania (2008),4 and Washington (2007-8).5 

Federal Legislation
 

In landmark federal legislation introduced on April 2, 2008, Representative Todd Akin of 
Missouri and Representative Frank Wolf of Virginia, along with 25 other co-sponsors, in-
troduced HR 5677 to amend the Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act of 1930 to prohibit the im-
portation of plastinated human remains into the country. The bill was written to prohibit 
the import of plastinated human remains under any circumstances with a penalty of up 

1  Representative Marcus Oshiro letter to Harry Wu, January 6, 2009.

2  H.B. No. 28 Relating to Dead Human Bodies, Representative Marcus Oshiro, January 21, 2009. 

3  SB No. 2254, Florida Representative Victor Crist, bill died in the Governmental Operations Committee, May 4, 

2007.

4  HB No. 2299, Pennsylvania Representative Mike Fleck, referred to Judiciary Committee March 10, 2008.

5  HB No. 1253, Washington Representative Mary Lou Dickerson, introduced January 15, 2007, referred to Health 

and Wellness Committee. Reintroduced by Resolution and retained in present status. 
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to $10,000.1 Offering Premier’s exhibition as the impetus for the legislation, Akin stated, 
“considering China’s human rights record, it’s questionable whether the university (Dalian) 
obtained permission to plastinate the bodies and sell them for display.”2

 
Congressmen Akin introduced a new version of this legislation on June 15, 2010 to amend 
the Tariff Act to prohibit the import of plastinated human remains from China.3

1  HR 5677, Representative Todd Akin, introduced April 2, 2008, Bill died in the Sub-Committee on Trade.

2  “House Bill Would Ban Imported ‘Bodies’ for Exhibit,” Fox News, May 22, 2008. 

3  Jake Wagman, “Todd Akin Moves to Block ‘Bodies’ Exhibit,” St. Louis Post-Dispatch, June 18, 2010.
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The export of plastinated human bodies from China is cause for concern among 
US, Chinese, and other government officials and corporations the world over. 
The absence of respect for prisoners’ bodies after death shown by government 
officials in China in order to turn a profit, coupled with the lack of regulations and 
transparency in the trade in human bodies in China, means that US and other for-
eign corporations who seek to obtain plastinated bodies from China, for profitable 
display or otherwise, are currently unable to ascertain the true origins of these re-
mains. Nor can companies who obtain their specimens from Chinese companies 
argue in good faith that these individuals consented to having their bodies on dis-
play. To ensure that the persons whose bodies are on display in these exhibitions 
truly consented to their remains being used in this way, exhibition companies like 
Premier should seek another, more clearly verifiable donor base. 

To this end, Laogai Research Foundation recommends the following actions to 
protect the rights of Chinese prisoners and the ethical reputations of corporations 
running these exhibitions alike:

Consumer Action

Consumers can learn more about the death penalty in China, as well as organ 
harvesting and plastination, at the Laogai Research Foundation website, www.
laogai.org. There they can download a factsheet on execution, as well as a letter 
they can send to local legislators or attorneys general asking them to investigate 
the origins of the human bodies used by companies like Premier in their traveling 
shows. Consumers can sign up for updates on the Laogai Research Foundation 
website. 

Legislative Action

Governments (state or federal) interested in protecting the basic human dignity 
of the donors of human bodies to traveling exhibitions should enact laws that 
require written notification to all exhibition attendees if the origin of the human 
bodies on display cannot be confirmed, similar to the action taken by the Attorney 

Possibilities for Future Action
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General of New York. Federal legislation prohibiting the import of plastinated hu-
man remains from China based on the inability to prove true consent on the part 
of the “donor” would have an even greater impact. Laogai Research Foundation 
also recommends that legislators in the US and elsewhere (these exhibitions are 
traveling throughout Europe as well) prohibit the import of human remains, plasti-
nated or otherwise, for commercial purposes from countries known to be human 
rights violators as defined by the State Department or other relevant institutions.

International Action
 

In accordance with the UN Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Article 6, “Ev-
eryone has a right to recognition everywhere as a person before the law.”1 This 
includes prisoners on death row. As a member of the General Assembly which 
passed the Declaration, China is bound by the declaration’s meaning. In accor-
dance with customary international law, other nations in the international com-
munity should increase moral and diplomatic pressure on China to reform its legal 
system and methods of due process in accordance with the Declaration, with the 
goal of ending, not just the trade in the cadavers of executed prisoners, but the 
numerous other human rights abuses that continue to occur in China today. 

1  UN Universal Declaration on Human Rights, Article 6, December 10, 1948.
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