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PALAVRAS-CHAVE

 – Cadáver. 

 – Restos mortais. 

 – Anatomia. 

 – Legislação.

RESUMO

O estudo tem como objetivo abordar a importância da disponibilização de cadáveres não reclamados e 

de cadáveres doados para utilização em estudos, com foco na formação de profissionais da área da saúde, 

no aperfeiçoamento de profissionais já formados nessa área e no avanço de pesquisas sobretudo em téc-

nicas cirúrgicas, no âmbito de instituições de ensino e pesquisa, tanto públicas como privadas. Parece 

unânime, entre os autores que versam sobre a matéria, a opinião de que a utilização de cadáveres é in-

substituível na formação técnica e no aperfeiçoamento do profissional. Verifica-se, entretanto, a falta do 

material em questão, o que, por sua vez, se deve a uma série de dificuldades aqui levantadas, como a falta 

de centrais de regulação que administrem o fluxo de captação e distribuição de cadáveres e a diminuição 

do número de cadáveres não reclamados. Configura-se, assim, o seguinte problema: por um lado, tem-se 

a clara necessidade de obtenção de restos mortais humanos para o ensino básico na área da saúde – em 

se tratando fundamentalmente das disciplinas de Anatomia –, para o aperfeiçoamento de profissionais 

dessa área e para pesquisa – a exemplo das disciplinas de técnicas cirúrgicas –; por outro lado, é flagrante 

a carência de material cadavérico, fato que, por via de consequência, vem comprometendo a qualidade 

final dos serviços de saúde, em especial os de caráter cirúrgico. Realizou-se aqui levantamento biblio-

gráfico visando conhecer o estado da arte sobre a legislação vigente e os projetos de lei em tramitação 

no Congresso Nacional. Verificou-se que, apesar da existência de legislação concernente à matéria, é 

necessário haver aperfeiçoamento legislativo-normativo para contemplar as diversas demandas, inclu-

ídas as tecnologias que vêm surgindo. O processo legislativo é muito lento em face da necessidade aqui 

apontada, considerado o expressivo aumento do número de cursos na área da saúde. É mister, pois, que 

sejam tomadas medidas urgentes para suprir o passivo na área, o que deve realizar-se necessariamente 

por meio de regulamentação legal e normativa.
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ABSTRACT

The aim of this study is to address the importance of providing unclaimed corpses and cadavers donated for 

use in studies, focusing on the training of health professionals, the improvement of professionals already 

trained in this area and the advance of research, mainly in surgical techniques, in the scope of educational 

and research institutions, both public and private. It seems unanimous, among the authors who deal with the 

matter, the view that the use of corpses is irreplaceable in technical training and professional development. 

There is, however, a lack of the material in question, which in turn is due to a series of difficulties raised 

here, such as the lack of regulation centers that manage the flow of capture and distribution of cadavers 

and the decrease in the number of unclaimed corpses. The following problem is thus defined: on the one 

hand, there is a clear need to obtain human remains for basic education in the health area – fundamentally 

in the disciplines of Anatomy – for the improvement of professionals in this area and for research – such 

as the disciplines of surgical techniques –; on the other hand, the lack of cadaveric material is evident, a 

fact that, by consequence, has been compromising the final quality of health services, especially those of 

surgical nature. A bibliographic survey was carried out aiming to know the state of the art on the current 

legislation and on the Bills currently submitted to the National Congress. It was found that, despite the 

existence of legislation concerning this matter, it is necessary to have legislative-normative improvement 

to encompass the several demands, including those of the emerging technologies. The legislative process is 

very slow, taking into account the need indicated here, considering the significant increase in the number 

of courses in the health area. It is necessary, therefore, that urgent measures be taken to supply the needs 

in the area, which must necessarily take place through legal and regulatory norms.
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Hic locus est ubi mors gaudet succurrere vitae — “This is the place where death delights in helping life” 
— Quote that adorns the anatomical theater of the University of Vienna.

INTRODUCTION

The sight of a corpse has always caused people disquiet, rarely 
indifference: some feel repulsed 1 (p. 430); others are anxious 
and enthusiastic; others feel fearful 2 (p. 305); there are those 
who enjoy it as morbid entertainment 3 (p. 311):

Currently (...) to share images of dying people and ru-

ined corpses has become commonplace on the Internet, 

to where mostly vernacular photos and videos of ac-

cidents, wars, executions, attacks and everything else 

related to death have converged. ”(p. 312).

Human remains consist of the corpse itself or parts of 

it, the bones and ashes from its cremation, except hu-

man cells, tissues and organs intended for transplants 

and implants, of which transport must comply with the 

relevant health legislation.4 – corpse: a lifeless human 

body5.

The corpse, despite being discussed within the health 
field, is not unique to this area: it encompasses anthropolog-
ical, bioethical, legislative, customs, police, legal, religious, 
social, economic, political, legislative, and literary aspects, 
which authorizes us to address the subject even in a perfunc-
tory way, as it is an interdisciplinary matter.

This study, like all others, has partial and insufficient ar-
guments, because it necessarily privileges certain aspects of 
reality and neglect others; nonetheless, it must necessarily be 
a contribution.

The topic seems strange and disturbing; there is some 
prejudice in dealing with this matter, but it is a subject of great 
complexity, as it involves human remains and should be treat-
ed with due respect because of the social, emotional and reli-
gious aspects involved, but also with the proper consideration.

Even the health surveillance, notary and civil registry ser-
vices, and the Cause of Death Certification and Death Verifi-
cation Services (SVO) may have difficulty in reporting on the 
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matter. The sanitary legislation applied to the subject classifies 
‘cadavers’ as Human Remains4; from the legal point of view, 
currently the corpse has a personal right of a juridical nature 
6 (p. 5463) and “based on bioethical arguments (...) corpses 
should be seen as “human stock” and not as objects of any 
use (...)”7.

Although the ethical dimension of corpse handling is rec-
ognized here, one of the scopes of this study is to emphasize 
the technical / scientific importance of corpse handling for the 
training of health professionals. This importance, however, 
meets the difficulty of capturing and distributing corpses, and 
the reasons for this difficulty must be duly scrutinized in order 
to remedy them.

THE IMPORTANCE OF THE CORPSE FOR HEALTH 
PROFESSIONAL TRAINING

According to Richardson (2000:50), apud Kim3 (p. 327)

[...] for the study of anatomy and surgery, it was neces-

sary for the physician to develop [...] the “clinical deta-

chment” [...] – once dead, the human body [...] can be 

more readily objectified than the body of a screaming 

and writhing patient. This easy objectification under-

lines the reason why in the 1830s anatomy and, par-

ticularly dissection, were promoted as the constitutive 

basis of all scientific knowledge of the human body.3

It is unquestionable that healthcare professionals must 
have in-depth knowledge of the human body, not only as a 
specimen to be studied, but as a body that had life, established 
interpersonal relationships, had feelings. One cannot ignore the 
subjective processes of learners that use cadavers for their learn-
ing. Ruiz and Pessini1 (p. 430) cleverly introduce this  concern:

How does each one face this passage? It is nonetheless 

a ritual: the expectation, the impact, the suffering, the 

initiation, the fear and the pride. Different emotions for 

different individuals, but with identical goals. Dealing 

with these feelings is, in our view, intrinsically asso-

ciated to how this activity is conducted by the person 

responsible for introducing the individual to this new 

universe, the way the task was founded. And these fun-

daments can under no circumstances be purely biolog-

ical. There are ethical, spiritual, psychological, cultural 

and religious values involved in the process.

It is known, however, that it is not enough to know the 
human body; it is necessary to have the adequate capacity to 

“handle” it. However, this skill requires a great deal of train-
ing, as bodies often have different anatomies; fundamental is 
the transfer of knowledge obtained from cadavers to living 
anatomy.

In a careful study, Haddad et al.8 (p. 7) identified through 
a survey carried out by the Ministry of Education, that in 2008 
there were 4,841 health courses in the country: Biomedicine, 
Biological Sciences, Physical Education, Nursing, Pharmacy, 
Physical Therapy, Speech Therapy, Medicine, Veterinary Med-
icine, Nutrition, Dentistry, Psychology , Social Work, Occupa-
tional Therapy, and most of these courses have Anatomy in 
their curriculum. According to the Ministry of Education Press 
Office 9, in 2017 there were 5,999 courses in the health area, 
which represents a significant increase; this means that there 
is a great demand for cadavers for anatomy study, but this de-
mand is not supplied.

Barrobecchio, quoted by Fornaziero and Gil10 (p. 143), rein-
forces that students have to share a few corpses for their learn-
ing. Although there are other methods of learning anatomy 
other than the handling of corpses, the practice of such han-
dling is fundamental for the proper training of health profes-
sionals; due to the “difficulty in acquiring corpses, as it is very 
difficult to provide adequate cadaverous material for all, they 
just look at where certain anatomical structures are located, 
through “skewers”, according to Siqueira Neto and Ferreira 11 
(p. 47), placed in different points of the body. Health students 
need more than that to become good health professionals; the 
qualification of surgery-oriented students, for instance, re-
quires committed training, as the surgeon intervenes directly 
in the human body, and this requires accurate technical train-
ing, with this training being performed directly on cadavers.

From a practical point of view, to perform a central venous 
access in the internal jugular, subclavian or femoral veins, it is 
necessary to have high-quality training, a great deal of skill 
and much experience. Prior knowledge of anatomy /physiol-
ogy and perform hands-on training at simulation centers and 
in cadavers are required, monitored by experienced profes-
sionals: “the learning process [of the trainee] is most effective 
when they see, hear, interact, and perform,” according to Braz2 
(p. 307). The “newly-deceased” body is also used as a material 
for learning skills, especially in invasive maneuvers of medi-
cal practice (...)”7; the handling of newly-deceased bodies has 
been used for the teaching of medical procedures for a long 
time, not only in our country but also in other countries, “but 
its practice is rarely admitted”12: according to Luiza 13 (2018), it 
is necessary to standardize the use of corpses in training.

Performing dermatological, cardiac, vascular, head and 
neck surgeries, organ implants and transplants require ex-
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treme experience and extreme skill, so that qualification and 
training must be performed by both the trainee and the already 
qualified professional, in order to provide self-confidence or 
even allow training certain skills and propose new techniques 
on a corpse before performing them on living people.

Surgical residents gain significant knowledge and confi-
dence, as well as benefit from reduced anxiety after Vascular 
Anatomy courses using fresh frozen corpses;14 according to 
Kang et al.15 (b2426), “The team also gains experience of oper-
ation room set-up, use of instruments, and patient positioning 
and safety”.

Organ transplantation surgeries are complex, such as vas-
cular surgeries that require high skill, acquired only after long 
periods of training in cadavers and in people, under the strict 
supervision of qualified professionals under a competent pro-
tocol.16 (p. 1)

Marrey Neto17 (p. 2) states that the “high standard of 
teaching at our college is being compromised by the lack of 
cadavers for dissection... What can we expect from future 
doctors, especially surgical specialists, with no experience in 
dissection?” To this question, Costa et al.18 (p. 370) and For-
naziero and Gil 10 (p. 143) add to the reporting of the problem 
by stating that “Historically, there is no doubt about this fact, 
since the dissection of human corpses has been essential as a 
research tool, and this is as true today as anytime in the past”.

It is necessary to increase the knowledge, skill and 
self-confidence of students from the health are since the early 
years of college; it takes a long time for the students to inte-
grate this knowledge to that of other disciplines in other years 
because they have no solid knowledge of anatomy; Fornaziero 
and Gil 10 (p. 142), quoting Gardner (1971), mention that:

(...) Students often come to realize the importance of 

anatomy only when they are next to a patient’s bedsi-

de or operating table – such a common situation in the 

health professional’s life when they have the opportu-

nity to prove all the knowledge acquired during their 

academic life.

These authors (p. 293) state that “all are unanimous in 
defending Human Anatomy as the cornerstone of the learn-
ing of health professionals.” In the words of Francisco Clascá, 
Professor of Human Anatomy at the School of Medicine of the 
Autonomous University of Madrid, quoted by Mediavilla 19 
(p.2), one should “learn techniques by practicing on the dead 
to operate with less risk”.

The donation of one’s own body for teaching and research 
should also be the target of education, with possible donors 

being not only the general population, but students of Col-
leges/Universities in the health area; after all, they are the 
most interested in the subject. This initiative is still very timid 
in our country, given the little request received by the Notary 
Public Offices, in which a declaration signed in life by the per-
son must be made through a declaratory public deed contain-
ing the manifestation of one’s will. Universities that have pro-
cedural body acquisition structures predictably receive them 
more easily than the ones that do not. The Brazilian Society of 
Anatomy encourages this practice. The Anatomy Department 
of the Institute of Biomedical Sciences of Universidade de 
São Paulo contains a procedure with a voluntary body donor 
registration form intended for anatomical studies and other 
documents, including the legislation and clarifications that fa-
cilitate this process 20.

DIFFICULTY IN OBTAINING CORPSES FOR TEACHING 
AND RESEARCH

The following difficulties have been observed to obtain corps-
es for use in teaching and research:

1. Difficulty of information;
2. Lack of understanding of the legislation regarding 

the procedures to be adopted until the final destina-
tion of the bodies;

3. Lack of Central Agencies that administrate the 
corpse distribution procedure to public and private 
educational and research institutions;

4. Lack of flow management;
5. Cultural and religious difficulties for the donation 

of one’s own body;
6. Decrease in the number of unclaimed corpses;
7. Lack of tradition and offer of corpses for study in 

some Colleges/Universities;
8. Lack of Cause of Death Certification and Death Ver-

ification Services.

Regarding the (1) difficulty of information, it is verified 
that, as this is a taboo subject, it is also little addressed, even 
in the health area, under its legal and managerial aspects. The 
lack of (2) understanding of the legislation regarding the pro-
cedures to be adopted until the final destination of the bodies, 
the lack of adequate protocol, the lack of transparency and su-
pervision regarding legal, notary and managerial procedures 
make the flow distribution difficult from places that have this 
material to places that need it. Regarding the (3) lack of Cen-
tral Agencies that manage flow procedures, to have a (4) good 
collection and distribution of corpses to public and private ed-
ucational and research institutions, it is necessary for the legis-
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lation to regulate the body collection and distribution service, 
and this service should be regulated by the Executive power. It 
would be adequate if this service were centralized at the state 
level in order to have greater control and transparency regard-
ing the procedure, as it is done in the state of Paraná [see Law 
15,471 / 2007, which implements the State Council for Corpse 
Distribution] and supervised by the State Public Prosecutor’s 
Office [see Resolution 2,455 / 2016].

Hence, the need for transparency about the flow func-
tioning is emphasized [see the flowchart created by Melo and 
Pinheiro 23 (318-21)] and about the adequate knowledge of this 
mechanism, so that there is no fear of irregularities and even 
of illegality.

As mentioned above (5), in our country, the difficulty of 
donating one’s own body or the body of relatives is associated 
with cultural and religious taboos associated to the material 
aspects of human bodies.

Cultural aspects sometimes facilitate, sometimes make it 
difficult to obtain bodies for teaching and research. Clascá, as 
quoted by Mediavilla 19 (p. 4), states that:

“In Spain (...) there seems to be no cultural taboo in re-

lation to the donation of bodies, which is simpler than 

that of organs, as it is not necessary to be young or have 

a good health status. However, in Latin America, the 

scenario is a different one. The region is not yet able to 

obtain enough corpses for the training of its surgeons. 

A little more extreme is what happens in the Muslim 

world, where donations are limited due to the tradition 

of burying the dead as quickly as possible, and the pro-

hibition, according to some interpretations of religion, 

to dissect corpses. These facts force the surgeons to 

travel to Europe and other regions to study.”

Another aspect is that (6) the number of unclaimed corps-
es destined for teaching and research has been decreasing. 
This fact, according to Diotto et al.24 (16), is due to the fact that 
“the number of unclaimed corpses has also been decreasing 
each year, probably because the number of homeless individ-
uals have decreased or because the ways to warn or find the 
families of the deceased have also improved”. The hypothesis 
that the number of homeless individuals may have decreased, 
however, seems to contradict itself when one sees the large 
number of people living in the streets of large Brazilian cit-
ies. Espírito Santo et al., quoted by Melo and Pinheiro 23 (316), 
mention that, “In Brazil there was a verbal tradition, without 
further formalities, of using the bodies of homeless individ-
uals and dead people unclaimed by their families for teach-

ing and research institutions; today, since there is legislation 
concerning it, there is a certain formality that, however, may 
represent an obstacle to obtaining corpses.”

Colleges and institutions located in small municipalities 
(7) need this material for their activities. It so happens that 
many of them are detached from institutions that can provide 
this material. An example that illustrates this lack of access, 
according to the justification of Bill 4,272 / 201625, is the fact 
that “(...) Barretos Hospital and others in the same position 
have not been considered eligible to receive the bodies, as they 
are not characterized as ‘medical schools’ according to what 
the Law states [Law 8.501 of 1992]26”.

The Cause of Death Certification and Death Verification 
Services 27,28 (8) would, in theory, be the largest provider of un-
claimed corpses for teaching and research. In practice, howev-
er, this network is insufficient in most municipalities 29 (p. 1), 
which means that bodies are destined to the Coroner’s Office 
(IML) 30, a fact that makes it difficult for educational institu-
tions to obtain unclaimed corpses.

The structural problem of the lack of SVO and the lack of 
a good flow of unclaimed corpses can be attributed to the lack 
of effective public policy for SVOs.

OLD-FASHIONED AND LACUNAR LEGISLATION 
REGARDING THE CORPSE SUPPLY LOGISTICS

According to Diotto et al.24 (p. 2), “Some developed countries, 
such as the United States, Germany, and Japan, already have 
their own body capture systems to maintain their numerous 
university anatomy labs, thus allowing students to get closer 
and closer to such a complex system as the human body”.

In Brazil19, as in other countries such as Argentina 31, 32, 
Turkey33, Saudi Arabia34 and Egypt35, it is difficult to obtain 
corpses for teaching and research, which requires these coun-
tries to import them. There are several corpse-exporting coun-
tries, including the United States31,32 and China36, a practice 
that is legally carried out, as evidenced by the content of a 
published article 32 that states the existence of what is called 
“curious market” there: “high demand from the medical re-
search industry ended up creating a niche of about 20 compa-
nies in the country [USA] that sell bodies and body parts or 
tissues on request.”

Current Law n. 8.501/199226, provides for the use of un-
claimed cadavers for scientific studies or research purposes. 
In the state of São Paulo, Provision 41/201237, which officially 
updates Provision/GC 16, of September 26, 199738, and main-
tains its content, establishes that the educational institution 
interested in using the unclaimed corpse should request the 
Transcription of Death Register in a competent civil registry 
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office, presenting the death certificate and arranging the pub-
lication of notices that report the death in newspapers of wide 
circulation; after judicial authorization, the death certificate 
will be issued stating that the corpse lies unburied at the re-
questing educational institution. The Paulista Provision CG 
16/199738 was the precursor of Provision 28/200839 of the state 
of Pernambuco, which has the same scope. Melo and Pinheiro 
23 published a detailed article on legal procedures and proto-
cols for the use of corpses in the teaching of anatomy in the 
state of Pernambuco; they created a flowchart [see flowchart 
at p. 318-21] for the utilization of corpses for use in teaching 
and research, and concluded that “The regularization of pro-
cedures for receiving legally obtained corpses that have been 
registered in an appropriate manner resulted in trust on the 
part of society, encouraging spontaneous donation.” The Civil 
Law / 200240, in article 14, mentions that “It is valid, for sci-
entific or altruistic purposes, to dispose of one’s own body, in 
its entirety or part of it, after death. Single paragraph. The act 
of disposition may be freely revoked at any time.”, although 
there is still a cultural difficulty regarding the subject.

There are currently three Bills on the subject in the Na-
tional Congress: one concerning the importation of donated 
corpses and two that update Law 8.501 / 199226; they are PLS 
484/201341, PL 5,901/201642 and PL 4,272 / 2016 25,  respectively.

Bill 484 of 201341 has in its Justification:

(...) regarding the importation of corpses, its permission 

is intended to minimize the difficulty that our medical 

schools and other health education institutions are 

facing in obtaining bodies of deceased persons in the 

national territory. I propose to allow the importation 

only of donated corpses, by providing the payment 

or reimbursement of fees and the costs of preparation, 

packaging, transport and storage. I also propose that 

the permission for this importation be granted only to 

higher education institutions that demonstrate their 

difficulties in obtaining bodies of deceased persons in 

the national territory. (our emphasis in bold)

Bill 48441 seems to fill a gap in the legislation, since the 
importation of corpses intended for public and private educa-
tional institutions is already carried out; it represents an alter-
native in case of lack of corpses and gives Brazil the possibility 
of using material with aggregate technology in this area. The 
importation of fresh-frozen cadavers has advantages: appear-
ance and consistency close to the living human body; they are 
easy to obtain, including the fact that parts of the corpse can 
be imported, which is not allowed by the local legislation for 

non-imported corpses. There are, however, some disadvan-
tages: high cost; perishability; difficulty in tracking and lack 
of legislation that provides for the destination of the material 
after its use.

In turn, Bill 5.901 / 201643, in its Justification, states that:

With the large increase in the number of colleges and 

the progressive decline in the number of unclaimed 

bodies, colleges are facing great difficulty in obtaining 

anatomical parts for the teaching of doctors, dentists, 

physical therapists and all other health professionals.

The emphasis of the current legislation is on the “medical 
schools”, but one cannot forget that there are courses in the 
health area without a medical school adjacent to them, which 
makes the sending of corpses to these institutions difficult; the 
legislation is limited by mentioning “medical schools”, which 
points to the need to expand the legal scope.

In turn, Bill 4.272 / 2016 25, in its Justification, mentions 
that “Over the past few years, there has been a shortage of 
corpses intended for teaching/research in Colleges, so much 
so that initiatives have begun to emerge, such as encourag-
ing people, while still alive, to donate their bodies for study.” 
Based on that, the author of the Project argues that, in addition 
to the supply of corpses to medical schools, institutions that 
offer accredited Medical Residency programs should benefit 
from receiving the corpses.

The contents of Bill 4.272 / 2016 25 and Bill 5.901 / 201642 
complement each other and are joined; they update Law 8.501 
/ 1992 26, by giving the topic a contemporary characteristic. 
What could be suggested in the projects is the creation of Cen-
tral Agencies for the collection and distribution of cadavers 
for educational purposes in each state, adding that the regula-
tions would be carried out by decree.

Regarding the importation of this material, the purpose of 
teaching / training / research should be stated. Such impor-
tation is not subject to ANVISA (Brazilian Health Regulatory 
Agency) sanitary intervention; however, due to the fact that 
the tariff classification (NCM / SH) integrates the listing and 
procedures provided for in Chapter XXXIX of RDC 81/200843, 
the importation must be approved by Import Licensing exer-
cised by the health authority – which is considered essential 
– at customs clearance. The importation of this material has 
been carried out by universities, as well as non-university in-
stitutions that provide training in corpses.

Since human remains have been imported for teaching 
and research activities, a form of tracking these human re-
mains, from customs clearance to burial or cremation, should 
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be established either by law or regulatory decree, which con-
stitutes a process that can be called “corpse management”.

According to Diotto et al., “(...) the current legislation is 
weak and outdated, as it does not match the needs and de-
mands required to supply the laboratories and universities in 
the country.” In this sense, it is necessary to discuss the topic 
and update the current legislation.

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

The use of corpses is of great importance for the teaching of 
anatomy, as well as for the specialization of health profession-
als. In order to meet this demand, sufficient and up-to-date 
legislation is required. There has been an increasing demand 
for corpses by the existing Education and Research Institu-
tions to train students and researchers, aiming to attenuate the 
mistakes that can be made when caring for living individu-
als and to advance research within the legal, ethical, cultural, 
spiritual, religious and psychological standards.

The matter needs to be dealt with in such a way as to es-
tablish all necessary controls, aiming to prevent any kind of 
abuse or illegal trade in this area.

The Bills under consideration did not observe the need 
to create Regulatory Central Agencies with the adequate pro-
tocol to direct unclaimed or donated corpses in order to meet 
the demands of health education and research institutions in 
each state.

The Legislation, as we have seen, has limitations, but it 
is quite undisputable, so one can conclude that there is a lack 
of knowledge about regulation; it is true that the regulation is 
fragmented and complex: in this sense, it is even necessary to 
have a central agency at the state level in charge of the ade-
quate logistics concerning the corpses intended for education 
and research institutions that do not have this structure.

In brief: steps are needed, conceived during the same 
process, in two dimensions: the improvement of the existing 
legislation and its dissemination into the Brazilian society. 
The first dimension is the perception that the country needs 
general legislation that updates the current rules dealing with 
the use of unclaimed corpses for teaching, study or scientific 
research. However, in addition, it is essential to incorporate 
other aspects that reality is currently demanding regarding 
the standardization, such as the importation of corpses and 
human remains.
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