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The Shipman’s is a sharp telling of a comic tale, a fabliau as we found out today. He seems a man who enjoys deceit himself and so delights in the Monk’s cozen. Though the Shipman’s character appears to lack the warmth to enjoy true cosynage with another I’d imagine he’d be smart enough to employ it, alongside masking his piracy with his trade, presumably he would find it hard to convince rich merchants to charter him otherwise. 
Despite the fabliau form originally being one designed by the Aristocracy to deride the peasant, merchant and secular classes for their lewd and mercenary behaviour (an amusement that also helped reinforce their own superior position) it is a good fit for the Shipman. Throughout The Canterbury Tales Chaucer employs the use of fabliau in the mouths of its mocked victims, and sets the form on its head (Carnivalesqe), the result jars the audience awake; instead of pure derision there is satire, sometimes a measure of empathy and always a need to look again more closely at the tale coloured by its teller, and the teller coloured by their tale. However, the Shipman’s tale lacks the heat and anger simmering in the Miller’s and the Reeve’s fabliaux, who both (as characters…I know they’re not real!) have a point to make, whether political or personal - so the turning of the form in their tales achieves an end more than just the traditional cleverness and the derision for those you feel below yourself. 
There is a point in the Shipman’s fabliau too (concerning the transactional nature of marriage/relationships, of sex and money) but the point feels Chaucer’s alone, not the Shipman’s, there is an absence – perhaps because he has no prologue, and so we only have the general prologue which tells that this excellent shipman is a ruthless pirate, and a tale that reveals his delight in cleverness and deceit.  Despite the inversion of the form, the Shipman’s telling is more in line with the original aristocratic one; the Shipman’s own habit of deceit puts him in a similarly superior position, as he surely revels in being more ‘wys’ than, and so is superior to, the victims of the tale. 
There is a confidence about him, he is not disrupting the social order or vying for position, and though like some of the others he is working the system, he’s not really a victim of it (as could be said of the Wife of Bath) he is closer to the Pardoner’s ‘ful vicious man’. However, The Shipman seems held in greater esteem than the Pardoner, I doubt his piracy and physical presence would inspire others to challenge him in the way they do the Pardoner in any case, but he is also shrewder than the Pardoner; although he does mock a particular group – merchants – his tale could really be said to be about poor husbandry, and so his attack becomes less particular and more generalised. 
If he is closer to the aristocracy in his use of the fabliau though, what does that mean? Does it just allow for a sharper reflection to be thrown back on the character instead, or allow for the aristocracy as pirates?! The Aristocracy didn’t get their gain from trade and careful accounting either after all, but by taking it and assuming a position of power, probably not a medieval point of view though I suspect. Still, there must be something singular in a Shipman’s position, was there a navy yet, or were these pirates’ mercenary skills also useful for the defence of the waters? Are they Pirate-knights, without the chivalry but relying on their physical prowess and their wits…but shipman-knights too, for a gloss of decency to allow them to legitimately hold and use their ill-gotten gain (because if they can’t use their gain, they can’t be utilised)? Whatever they are I think it is probably much more than the lowly but amoral sailor I assumed the Shipman to be at the beginning of the session. Are the Shipmen as pirates both inside and outside society, and would this also be because they are both of the ‘land’ and not?  OK, that’s it…I’m looking things up!
OK, I’ve found this: https://www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/places/dartmouth-castle/history/medieval-privateers/ (I’ve put here for me to find again), I don’t know how accurate it is in its claim of being Chaucer’s Shipman, particularly as it is a piece of tourist info for Dartmouth, but it is interesting, since Chaucer’s Shipman is from Dartmouth to hear they did have a particular role in this area in defence, also interesting that privateering was allowed but abused (spilling over into piracy), and that there was at least an example of such a Shipman who was wealthy and enjoyed legitimised power (John Hawley), regardless of whether he was Chaucer’s Shipman or not.
Also this, maybe a better/more literary source for some similar info: https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=CS8ag9qIaMcC&pg=PA210&lpg=PA210&dq=shipman+medieval&source=bl&ots=iLHhlBf5Xw&sig=-hz-Zl8yt1iLR6wFRp2dI5tFyIo&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwihn9zTyc7dAhWHN8AKHZl3ArsQ6AEwCnoECAIQAQ#v=onepage&q=shipman%20medieval&f=false    
This is from Chaucer’s Pilgrims: An Historical Guide to the Pilgrims in Chaucer’s ‘CanterburyTales’  ed. Laura C. Lambdin and Robert T. Lambdin   
Also reminds that Chaucer was close to maritime life in his time in customs…and lots of other stuff! 


