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Justice O'CONNOR delivered the opinion of the Court.
The Fifth Amendment of the United States Constitution provides, in pertinent part, that
―private property [shall not] be taken for public use, without just compensation.‖ These cases
present the question whether the Public Use Clause of that Amendment, made applicable to the
States through the Fourteenth Amendment, prohibits the State of Hawaii from taking, with just
compensation, title in real property from *232 lessors and transferring it to lessees in order to
reduce the concentration of ownership of fees simple in the State. We conclude that it does not….
**2325 I
Beginning in the early 1800's, Hawaiian leaders and American settlers repeatedly attempted to
divide the lands of the kingdom among the crown, the chiefs, and the common people. These
efforts proved largely unsuccessful, however, and the land remained in the hands of a few. In
the mid–1960's, after extensive hearings, the Hawaii Legislature discovered that, while the State
and Federal Governments owned almost 49% of the State's land, another 47% was in the hands
of only 72 private landowners. See Brief for the Hou Hawaiians and Maui Loa, Chief of the Hou
Hawaiians, as Amici Curiae 32. The legislature further found that 18 landholders, with tracts of
21,000 acres or more, owned more than 40% of this land and that on Oahu, the most urbanized
of the islands, 22 landowners owned 72.5% of the fee simple titles. Id., at 32–33. The legislature
concluded that concentrated land ownership was responsible for skewing the State's residential
fee simple market, inflating land prices, and injuring the public tranquility and welfare.
*233 To redress these problems, the legislature decided to compel the large landowners to
break up their estates. The legislature considered requiring large landowners to sell lands which
they were leasing to homeowners. However, the landowners strongly resisted this scheme,
pointing out the significant federal tax liabilities they would incur. Indeed, the landowners
claimed that the federal tax laws were the primary reason they previously had chosen to lease,
and not sell, their lands. Therefore, to accommodate the needs of both lessors and lessees, the
Hawaii Legislature enacted the Land Reform Act of 1967 (Act), Haw.Rev.Stat., ch. 516, which
created a mechanism for condemning residential tracts and for transferring ownership of the
condemned fees simple to existing lessees. By condemning the land in question, the Hawaii
Legislature intended to make the land sales involuntary, thereby making the federal tax
consequences less severe while still facilitating the redistribution of fees simple….
Under the Act's condemnation scheme, tenants living on single-family residential lots within
developmental tracts at least five acres in size are entitled to ask the Hawaii Housing Authority
(HHA) to condemn the property on which they live. Haw.Rev.Stat. §§ 516–1(2), (11), 516–22
(1977). When 25 eligible tenants,FN1 or tenants on half the lots in the tract, whichever is less, file
appropriate applications, the Act authorizes HHA to hold a public hearing to determine whether
acquisition by the State of all or part of the tract will ―effectuate the public purposes‖ of the Act.
§ 516–22. If HHA finds that these public purposes will be served, it is authorized*234 to
designate some or all of the lots in the tract for acquisition. It then acquires, at prices set either
by condemnation trial or by negotiation between lessors and lessees,FN2 the former**2326 fee
owners' full ―right, title, and interest‖ in the land….
[A]ppellees filed suit, in February 1979, in United States District*235 Court, asking that the
Act be declared unconstitutional and that its enforcement be enjoined…. The District Court found
that the Act's goals were within the bounds of the State's police powers and that the means the
legislature had chosen to serve those goals were not arbitrary, capricious, or selected in bad
faith.

The Court of Appeals for the Ninth Circuit reversed. 702 F.2d 788 (CA9 1983). First, the Court
of Appeals decided that the District Court had permissibly chosen not to abstain from the
exercise of its jurisdiction. Then, the Court of Appeals determined that the Act could not pass the
requisite judicial scrutiny of the Public Use Clause. It found that the transfers contemplated by
the Act were unlike those of takings previously held to constitute ―public uses‖ by this Court. The
court further determined that the public purposes offered by the Hawaii Legislature were not
deserving of judicial deference. The court concluded that the Act was simply ―a naked attempt on
the part of the state of Hawaii to take the private property of A and transfer it to B solely for B's
private use and benefit.‖ Id., at 798…. We now reverse….
III
The majority of the Court of Appeals next determined that the Act violates the ―public use‖
requirement of the Fifth and Fourteenth Amendments. On this argument, however, we find
ourselves in agreement with the dissenting judge in the Court of Appeals.
A
[10]
The starting point for our analysis of the Act's constitutionality is the Court's decision
in Berman v. Parker, 348 U.S. 26, 75 S.Ct. 98, 99 L.Ed. 27 (1954). In Berman, the Court held
constitutional the District of Columbia Redevelopment Act of 1945. That Act provided both for the
comprehensive use of the eminent domain power to redevelop slum areas and for the possible
sale or lease of the condemned lands to private interests. In discussing whether the takings
authorized by that Act were for a ―public use,‖ id., at 31, 75 S.Ct., at 101, the Court stated:
―We deal, in other words, with what traditionally has been known as the police power. An
attempt to define its reach or trace its outer limits is fruitless, for each case must turn on its own
facts. The definition is essentially the product of **2329 legislative determinations addressed to
the purposes of government, purposes neither abstractly nor historically capable of complete
definition. Subject to specific constitutional limitations, when the legislature has spoken, the
public interest has been declared in terms well-nigh conclusive. In such cases the legislature, not
the judiciary, is the main guardian of the public needs to be served by social legislation, whether
it *240 be Congress legislating concerning the District of Columbia ... or the States legislating
concerning local affairs.... This principle admits of no exception merely because the power of
eminent domain is involved....‖ Id., at 32, 75 S.Ct., at 102 (citations omitted).
…The ―public use‖ requirement is thus coterminous with the scope of a sovereign's police powers.
There is, of course, a role for courts to play in reviewing a legislature's judgment of what
constitutes a public use, even when the eminent domain power is equated with the police
power….
But where the exercise of the eminent domain power is rationally related to a conceivable
public purpose, the Court has never held a compensated taking to be proscribed by the **2330
Public Use Clause….
[11]
On this basis, we have no trouble concluding that the Hawaii Act is constitutional. The
people of Hawaii have attempted, much as the settlers of the original 13 Colonies did, FN5 to
reduce the perceived social and economic evils of a *242 land oligopoly traceable to their
monarchs. The land oligopoly has, according to the Hawaii Legislature, created artificial
deterrents to the normal functioning of the State's residential land market and forced thousands
of individual homeowners to lease, rather than buy, the land underneath their homes. Regulating
oligopoly and the evils associated with it is a classic exercise of a State's police powers….

[12]
[13]
Of course, this Act, like any other, may not be successful in achieving its
intended goals. But ―whether in fact the provision will accomplish its objectives is not the
question: the [constitutional requirement] is satisfied if ... the ... [state] Legislature rationally
could have believed that the [Act] would promote its objective.‖ Western & Southern Life Ins.
Co. v. State Bd. of Equalization, 451 U.S. 648, 671–672, 101 S.Ct. 2070, 2084–2085, 68 L.Ed.2d
514 (1981); see also Minnesota v. Clover Leaf Creamery Co., 449 U.S. 456, 466, 101 S.Ct. 715,
725, 66 L.Ed.2d 659 (1981); Vance v. Bradley, 440 U.S. 93, 112, 99 S.Ct. 939, 950, 59 L.Ed.2d
171 (1979). When the legislature's purpose is legitimate and its *243 means are not irrational,
our cases make clear that empirical debates over the wisdom of takings—no less than debates
over the wisdom of other kinds of socioeconomic legislation—are not to be carried out in the
federal courts. Redistribution of fees simple to correct deficiencies in the market determined by
the state legislature to be attributable to land oligopoly is a rational exercise of the eminent
domain power. Therefore, the Hawaii statute must pass the scrutiny of the Public Use Clause….
[14]
[15]
The mere fact that property taken outright by eminent domain is transferred in
the first instance to private beneficiaries does not condemn that taking as having only a private
*244 purpose. The Court long ago rejected any literal requirement that condemned property be
put into use for the general public. ―It is not essential that the entire community, nor even any
considerable portion, ... directly enjoy or participate in any improvement in order [for it] to
constitute a public use.‖ Rindge Co. v. Los Angeles, 262 U.S., at 707, 43 S.Ct., at 692. ―[W]hat
in its immediate aspect [is] only a private transaction may ... be raised by its class or character
to a public affair.‖ Block v. Hirsh, 256 U.S., at 155, 41 S.Ct., at 459. As the unique way titles
were held in Hawaii skewed the land market, exercise of the power of eminent domain was
justified. The Act advances its purposes without the State's taking actual possession of the land.
In such cases, government does not itself have to use property to legitimate the taking; it is only
the taking's purpose, and not its mechanics, that must pass scrutiny under the Public Use
Clause….
*245 IV
The State of Hawaii has never denied that the Constitution forbids even a compensated taking
of property when executed for no reason other than to confer a private benefit on a particular
private party. A purely private taking could not withstand the scrutiny of the public use
requirement; it would serve no legitimate purpose of government and would thus be void. But no
purely private taking is involved in these cases. The Hawaii Legislature enacted its Land Reform
Act not to benefit a particular class of identifiable individuals but to attack certain perceived evils
of concentrated property ownership in Hawaii—a legitimate public purpose. Use of the
condemnation power to achieve this purpose is **2332 not irrational. Since we assume for
purposes of these appeals that the weighty demand of just compensation has been met, the
requirements of the Fifth and Fourteenth Amendments have been satisfied. Accordingly, we
reverse the judgment of the Court of Appeals, and remand these cases for further proceedings in
conformity with this opinion.

