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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.



13LAOGAI RESEARCH FOUNDATION

P
o

lic
y 

R
es

p
o

ns
e 

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. 



14 Bodies On Display: The Risks in trading in human remains from china

P
o

licy R
esp

o
nse 

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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