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Finally, A PLA Navy Missile Gap?  
 

Ian Easton1 
 
This month a PRC government-owned defense magazine published a special report on one of the U.S. 
Navy’s newer missiles, calling it a “huge threat” and predicting it will “massively change” the future of 
naval warfare. The missile? The AIM-174B, an air launched variant of the Navy’s Standard Missile 6 
(SM-6).2 What is it about this weapon that warranted a special report by PRC experts?  
 
CMSI’s Perspectives and Key Takeaways:  
 

• A PRC government-owned defense magazine has called the U.S. Navy’s AIM-174B missile a 
“huge threat” and game-changer for the future of naval warfare.   

• The PRC source says the American missile could shoot down high-value assets at “a shocking 
distance”, possibly causing the PLA’s operational system to “verge on collapse.”  

• Some defense experts in China believe the U.S. Navy fielded a weapon system that could 
undermine the PLA Navy’s ability to achieve air and sea control. 

 
Background: 
 
In February 2025, a PRC government-owned defense publication, Weapons Magazine [兵器], published 
a 23-page article on the U.S. Navy’s SM-6 missile system.3 The special report, entitled “The World’s 
First All-Purpose Missile: The SM-6 Brings a Total Transformation to the U.S. Navy’s Operational 
System,” analyzes in detail the history of the SM-6 missile, noting how specialized variants of the 
weapon can conduct air defense, ballistic missile defense, anti-ship, and land-attack missions.4 Most 
notably, the report focuses on the AIM-174B, an air launched variant of the “all purpose”  SM-6 missile, 
which the author predicts is going to be a game-changer for the future of naval warfare.5 
 
The Weapons Magazine special report comes amid a raft of PRC articles examining this new weapon 
system. On July 5, 2024, a U.S. Navy spokesperson first acknowledged the existence of the AIM-174B 
missile and revealed it was already operational and in the fleet.6 The revelation triggered a strong 
reaction by China’s highly-censored media, with some online commentators debating the future 
survivability of the PLA Navy’s J-16 fighter, the PLA Air Force’s KJ-500 airborne early-warning and 
control aircraft, and even the PLA Rocket Force’s “assassin mace” weapons.7       
 
What follows are selected excerpts of the special report:        
 

“The AIM-174B designator means that the U.S. military will use it as an air-to-air missile. This 
indicates the U.S. Navy’s carrier-based fighters have once again acquired super long-ranged air-
to-air firepower after previously decommissioning the F-14 Tomcat fighter plus the AIM-54 
Phoenix air-to-air missile combo. Even more importantly, the AIM-174 air-launched Standard-6 
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missile could now very well be the longest-range air-to-air missile in the world. This special 
capability, when combined with its other multiple purposes and multiple applications, will 
massively change the current attack-defense model of war at sea. And in the future, it will very 
naturally influence the state of air warfare–There’s reason to believe the U.S. Air Force has a 
very strong interest in the AIM-174. If this type of air-to-air missile soon appears under the 
wings of their F-15s and F-16s, and in the weapons bays of their B-2s, B-21s, B-1Bs and B-52s, 
it will not be surprising in the least…”8 

 
“Originally, F/A-18E fighters could stay on patrol for 125 minutes up to 270 kilometers from 
their carriers, carrying 3 external fuel tanks and 6 AIM-120 “AMRAAM” missiles. If they were 
refueled once, this range could be extended out to 370 kilometers. A fighter radius of 370 
kilometers plus the AIM-120 missile’s range of 160 kilometers equals 530 kilometers. If that 
fighter is instead armed with the air-launched variant of the SM-6, its effective radius goes up to 
870 kilometers or more. This is a shocking distance. Basically, it allows them to shoot down the 
other side’s [bombers] before they can launch their anti-ship missiles.9 

 
“Even more importantly, by using … this super long-range air-to-air missile, they can pose a 
huge threat to the other side’s high value targets flying in rear areas, such as early-warning 
planes, aerial refueling tankers, and bombers. Because the ability of these targets to maneuver is 
limited, once an SM-6 is locked on them, it will be very difficult to escape. If these critical 
targets are destroyed, the other side’s operational system will verge on collapse.”10                            

 
Implications: 
 
While this PRC publication is not authoritative, it suggests that some defense experts in China believe 
the U.S. Navy has fielded a weapon system that could undermine the PLA Navy’s ability to achieve air 
and sea control. Could Xi Jinping’s intelligence services have been surprised by the sudden appearance 
of the AIM-174B and troubled by its implications?11 Such an embarrassment might make thoughtful 
minds in the PLA wonder: Could previously unknown American weapons suddenly emerge on a future 
Western Pacific battlefield?   
   
Conclusions: 
 
For the past two decades, the PRC has built up its military with an unwavering focus on attaining the 
ability to successfully invade and occupy Taiwan, while concurrently deterring, delaying, or defeating 
the United States in that scenario. China’s aggressive buildup has produced a series of technological 
breakthroughs. These included (but were certainly not limited to), the PLA’s successful development of 
anti-satellite weapons, anti-ship ballistic missiles, and hypersonic missiles. Simply put, the PLA has 
been fielding state-of-the-art weapons systems that have the potential to destabilize the Indo-Pacific 
region. When combined, the PLA’s growing surface fleet, carrier-killing kill webs, and anti-access 
bubbles appeared to presage an attempt to attain air and sea control. Now, thanks to this “all purpose” 
American missile, Beijing’s confidence might have been shaken.12   
 
 
The views expressed or implied within are solely those of the author and do not necessarily represent 
the views of the U.S. Naval War College, the Department of the Navy, the Department of Defense, or 
any other U.S. Government entity.  
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