The goddess Anat known most from the texts unearthed at Ras Shamra is one of the most colorful and active of the ancient Semitic deities. This goddess has been an object of study by many scholars, who have attempted to explain her character and/or role from many different vantage points and by the aid of various methodologies. One of the most recent and comprehensive studies on the nature and function of this goddess within the religious system of the Ancient Canaanites (specifically of the City State of Ugarit)  is that by Neal H. Walls: The Goddess Anat in Ugaritic Myth. In this study, he examines the evidence available in the texts, specifically the mythological texts to describe the role of Anat. He utilizes a study of the texts combined with a comparative study of goddesses in other religions to debate some previous concepts of her nature, and to develop a hypothesis on her 'personality'. He presents a picture of the goddess which is better based than many previous descriptions, and presents a less biased concept than the 'Goddess' School which would see Anat as a feminist archetype. However, his final summation of the nature of Anat, which is rather heavily weighted towards the negative, does not adequately explain the reason of her appearance and function within the religion. 
The goddess Anat is known mostly from the tablets excavated at Ras Shamra (ancient Ugarit). The texts from this site span mainly the Late Bronze Age, most are just prior to the sites destruction c.1200. These texts were inscribed on clay tablets which became permanently baked in the fiery destruction. 5 major languages are represented, the most prevalent being the syllabic cuneiform writing of Akkadian and the alphabetic cuneiform writing of the native language of Ugaritic (an Early West Semitic language), in which the mythological texts are written. The name of Anat is known from the Para mythological, ritual and sacrificial texts, and especially from the mythological texts. She is most prevalent in the mythological texts of the Baal Cycle and Aqhat, in which she plays major roles. In addition the figure of Anat is manifested in other religions, normally as a borrowed deity. She is known, for instance from Egyptian evidence.
Wall begins his study with a survey of female social and mythological roles, in a cross-cultural perspective, shading into a study of mythological female warriors and destroyers and their various prototypes, in order to prepare a setting for his primary study. In the body of the work he investigates the identity of Anat on many levels. Studying the textual evidence such as kinship terms, epithets and other descriptive terms used for the goddess he traces her social position, including family relationships, her age, sexual identity, independence, emotional contacts, he then concludes with an ethno-psycho-sexual explanation for the forces which her character represents.

Comparisons


Walls looks at the characters of violent, and/or independent goddesses in other religions, in order to investigate the "central importance of sexual experience and availability of females in andocentric mythologies."
 He begins to form a viable framework for the cultural study of myth by asserting that in Ancient Greece and the Near East the pantheons were "largely structured in accordance with human familial and societal structures," 
 that the expected male domination of a patriarchical society would be reflected in the mythology and as the normative and correct way of being for the cosmos, and that female identity in mythology would operate by "defining and regulating proper feminine behaviors and attitudes."
 He uses Ancient Greece to illustrate how male domination in a male dominated society is seen as "the necessary prerequisite for social stability"
 as men tend to be characterized with the orderly for of civilization, and women with the chaotic/creative force of nature, which must be controlled. Uncontrolled female sexuality was particularly dangerous to society, and must be firmly controlled by men as the female becomes mature she is expected to develop into a "mature reproductive woman"
 under the control of the husband. The transition stage between virgin daughter and fertile wife is particularly liminal. Those females who do not properly complete the transition and remain independent of male control are of great threat. Such figures in mythology, when positively defined (or mostly so) are often depicted in the guise of female warrior divinity, hunter, avenger, sexual predator or protector. 
Walls investigates the figures of the perpetual virgin, virgin warrior goddesses, sexually uninhibited warrior goddesses and the 'bloody mother.' Athena the virgin warrior par excellence is seen depicted as a positive figure, the orderly supporter of male the dominated system, female but male-esque, with no overt female sexuality, who is no threat to male order, a proponent of war but essentially non-violent (in comparison to figures such as Ishtar). Artemis, the virgin huntress, is more independent and therefore far more liminal than Athena, however as she is not particularly violent, and is at a far remove from society she does not posit a serious threat to the male order, in fact because of her very liminality she serves the useful purposes of guiding women through liminal stages of transition
. However, those who attempt to follow Artemis into permanent liminality almost always come to bad ends. 
Ishtar exemplifies the character of the 'sexual warrior' - the non-procreative goddess who combines both female violence and independent female sexuality, each dangerous alone, but particularly deadly in combination. Ishtar is extremely similar to Anat both in the extreme violence of her battles and in her threatening of the patriarchal 'father' figure head deity.
 In fact the descriptions of battles, including wading in blood and wearing of body parts are so similar as to be interchangeable. It is clear from the story of Gilgamesh that this is s combination seen to be unhealthy, damming and inevitably deadly for the male who encounters them. There is a suggestion that Ishtar may have West Semitic ties, or even origins, which raises the question of whether there is some historic interaction between the figures of Anat and Ishtar beyond simple parallelism.
 Once again Walls does not explain what the ultimate purpose would be for the adoration and reverence of an entity that would seem (according to his evaluation) to be an abnormal, aberrant and innately at odds with the desired norms of earthly society and its heavenly counterpart. The Egyptian evidence is examined but seems to be to a degree irrelevant to the nature of Anat at Ugarit, for in the process of borrowing the name and person of this deity her aspects were changed and incorporated into Egyptian religion in such a way that the activities of the character do not seem to correspond to her Ugaritic depictions.

Anat's character must be seen in the context of her social situation, a complex admixture of divine family relationships, gender roles and political complexities. The textual references to Anat's kinship connections are unclear and contradictory. She is repeatedly referred to as being daughter of El and as sister of Baal, who is from all available evidence almost certainly NOT son of El. Either one or the other of these relationships forms some sort of 'fictive kinship.' Her position as 'sister-wife' or 'wife' of Baal is uncertain because her descriptions, names and epithets do not necessarily depict her as the biological sister of Baal or as his wife, or the wife of any entity
. While it is true that in the ANE the titles 'sister' and 'brother' were often used out-side of biological siblingship to denote the relationship of lover it is equally possible that a 'sister/brother' denomination simply refer refers to a close relationship between a god and goddess.
 Anat is, from all indications in the texts, in social situation, an independent adolescent character, who operates under her own guidance. 
Walls demonstrates that Anat is a young, adolescent and unmarried female. While he admits that her descriptions do not necessarily mandate that she must be a virgin of no sexual experience, he demonstrates that her sexual activity (esp. w/Baal) and position as a "goddess of love" is based on preconceptions of scholars coupled with rather enthusiastic readings and reconstructions of the available texts. The texts do not necessarily describe any sexual activity on the part of Anat, and in their depiction of her as a young, physically mature, independent and unmarried girl, she is likely to be a virgin. The belief that Anat is consort of Baal rather than just supporter is based on the passages which are taken to describe them engaging in sexual activity. Walls shows that these texts do not explicitly show Anat and Baal engaged in sex, and never clearly show Anat to engage in any kind of sex.
 It is quite likely, in my opinion, that if such an independent unfettered female figure were depicted as sexually active, that this (considering attitudes towards sexually active and independent women) would be an obvious aspect of her personality, in fact that Anat might take on something of the characteristics of an Ishtar. In other words if she was considered to be sexually active there should be much more evidence. In fact early scholars seem to see Anat as being a goddess of love and violence in something of the mold of Ishtar, based perhaps largely on preconceptions about the religion. Walls shows that the basis for such identification is faulty. 

Walls sees the nature of her violence as an outgrowth from this situation. She is uncontrolled by any other deity and is ruled by her own whims. She fights according to her own emotional wishes, not bowing to or serving any other deity. Walls sees her character as an example of the fear of uncontrolled female power in a male dominant society. He describes her violence, rather than as depicting a true 'warrior goddess', as the depiction of an emotionally unstable adolescent
. She is one more example of what a 'good woman' should not be. Rather than an uncontrolled and sexually predatory female, who has entered the world of the woman and has refused to allow her sexuality to be channeled and controlled, as is Ishtar, Anat is the girl who has refused to become a woman, a divine 'tomboy' who has refused to enter the world of the woman and to accept sexuality, controlled or otherwise.
He sees her character as representing an 'aberration, a liminal character that exists on the fringes of accepted archetypes. This very liminality is what makes her such a volatile, violent and even unstable character. Her refusal to enter the woman's proper world makes her an aberration; her proximity to the world of gods and men makes her a threat. A description conjuring up a comparison to Artemis, an Artemis who rather staying in the wilderness and leaving mankind well alone, repeatedly invades the structured world at will, at least once to its great detriment. In fact, he goes as far as to suppose her violence to be linked to the frustration of suppressed sexuality, and to PMS.
 (One might wonder how applicable a Freudian assumption about sexual repression is to the mindset of the ancient myth makers). He seems to relegate her role in the Baal myth, especially her destruction of Mot, to little more than the temper tantrum of a teenager in emotional turmoil, a close parallel to her petulant killing of Aqhat, even if more productive in the long run, being "perhaps merely fortuitous that Anat's capricious violence in the Baal cycle results in a positive effect for the cosmos."
 While he sees her as representing the power of the female liminal on one hand he trivializes her power by relegating her to the status of emotive teenager.
 
While Walls' characterization of Anat does much to counter those who would see her character as reflecting an ancient feminist goddess, he perhaps goes too far to the other side in his final evaluation. The very negative view and somewhat trivializing view with which he ends does not do justice to the position of Anat in the cult. His final summation of her character calls up images of a high-strung 'Amazon wanna-be'. If this was the case I would tend to think that her portrayal in the available texts would be far more negative than it is, that she would, perhaps, have taken on the aspect of a demonic figure to be defeated and reviled rather than divine figure to be worshipped and placated. After all, the Amazons were hardly objects of reverence in Ancient Greece. One would think that such a major goddess with a large role in the myths and major cult must serve some function further than an example of teenage petulance, and plot convenience. After all, why is she able to defeat Mot without so much as breaking a sweat, when Baal would have lost a battle to Mot for the second time were it not for what was essentially a victory by default?

Walls view of Anat's character as partaking heavily of the aspects of liminality, and chaos is clear and very well based in the texts and in comparative research. What he does not emphasize is that it is perhaps this very aspect of liminality and chaos that makes her important as a mediating figure, although he twice approaches the issue mentioning that her 'maidenal' status may give her the power of stored and latent fertility necessary to defeat death and that her "liminal identity…contributes to the efficacy of her role during times of mythic anti-structure."
 Unfortunately he does not address the issue of the potential benefits of liminality again. The suggestion that virginity may contribute to the virgin deity becoming in a sense a storehouse of untapped power is reflected in other works. In many religions and cultures virgins were considered to have a source of power which could be tapped into by men. Especially powerful was the perpetual virgin who maintained a supply of bottled up power. Examples of this sort of ideology are seen in the Roman Vestal Virgins, the Iranian Anahita, Madhavi, Draupadi, Durga and others of the Indian religions and even in the Norse and Welch religions.


In some respects Anat has many aspects in common and parallel to the character of the Egyptian god Seth. Both are depicted in a mythological setting conducting activities which could be interpreted as immoral and contrary to the proper social order, specifically Anat's killing of Aqhat and Seth's attempt to drive Horus from the Kingship. Both are depicted as partaking freely in elements of chaos and disorder and personify deviations from the social norm. Anat, is as previously described, the antithesis of the social norm, Seth is the personification of disorder and chaos, the deity of disorder, aberration, the barren deserts, foreign lands and storms. Even so, both are major deities and are worshipped extensively, not being demonized as one might expect. While Seth is given a demonic aspect, this comes quite late in Egyptian history, and does not seem to reflect earlier beliefs. Evidence for the toleration and reverence of Seth is the popularity of the name Seti (derived from Seth) for pharaohs of the later New Kingdom.


In part the explanation for the popularity of these two deities may actually derive form their chaotic aspects, which allow them to draw on the latent power and fertile/creative powers of chaos. This especially clear in the juxtaposition of the Egyptian mythology of creation and those of Seth. While chaos is the ever-present danger to order, it is also the origin from which the created order emerged, and the surrounds of order which define it. Therefore chaos is in one aspect the latently powerful source for all fertility, creativity and change, the source for all order, even as it is the source for the breakdown of order. This duality and contradiction is mirrored in the character of Seth, at once depicted as perverted and insatiably over-sexed and sterile (a parallel and inversion to Anat's latent and potent physical fertility and behavioral asexuality – if she is sexually inactive her 'asexuality' could be taken to indicate a state of gender asexuality, i.e. mild androgyny as well as copulatory asexuality – i.e. lack of interest in sexual activity
). Walls seems to assume that behavioral asexuality is equivalent to personal androgyny., although it seems that in many religions virginity, even perpetual virginity makes a female even more desirable.
Their very aspect as liminal deities able to draw on the power of chaos gives them the power to fight and defeat the greatest threats from chaos – chaos which threatens to destroy the order, chaos which the other gods cannot defeat. Both these deities, after their demonstration of liminal 'bad behavior,' are set to defend the cosmos against total destruction and reabsorb ion. Seth has place of honor at the front of the sun bark in its journey through the underworld so that he may spear and kill the great serpent Apophis which threatens every night destroy the sun, and with it all creation. Apophis is the most threatening entity in all of Egyptian religion, the closest thing to a great enemy, an entity with no redeeming characteristics, and it seems fitting that the deity most capable to destroy the all devouring chaos is the one most closely connected to chaos. Anat is the only deity who can defeat Mot the deity most associated with chaos and destruction. The depictions of Mot in the myths of Ugarit depict this deity as an Apophis like figure capable of devouring the whole world if allowed to go on. As with Apophis with the Egyptians, Mot (as far as can be told from the texts known) had no cult and no ritual activity. In fact Mot does not seem to have any ritual presence at all outside of the myth of Baal. Liminal deities with the powers of chaos are the only deities who can truly defeat chaos, in a sort of cosmic 'set a thief to catch a thief.' It is possible that such violent goddesses as Ishtar and Kali derive part of their staying power through their liminal aspects, which permit them to give victory to their people on the liminal plane of the battlefield, or in fighting the demons of chaos. The goddess Anat is, therefore, at one and the same time a threat to society, and the only deity who may defend it from the ultimate loss of order and fertility. That these two deities are sometimes linked in one way or another in minor Egyptian myths may have something to do with their similar natures. In addition Seth as Seth is the god of foreigners he occasionally is identified as Baal.

Therefore, Anat may have a place and function in the pantheon much firmer and more necessary than expressed by Walls in his estimation of her character as an adolescent tomboy throwing random (although extremely gory) tantrums brought on by a confused gender identity, repressed sexuality and hormonal imbalances. This would stand to reason as it would be strange to see an important deity in the male written mythology of a patriarchal system whose main function is to fight against the patriarchal system and threaten male supremacy, considering that the concept of patriarchal domination would most likely have been a fixed constant in the social world view of how things worked and were supposed to function.
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